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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
The Research Question
Traditionally, Vietnamese refugee clients like other Asian Americans, have
not benefited from career services provided by mainstream institutions (Leong,
1991; Sue, 1975; Hoyt, 1989; Sue & Sue, 1990). Much of this is due to different
cultural expectations and cultural values (Brower, 1980; Kitano, 1981; Kitano &
Daniels, 1995). As a Vietnamese refugee college counselor, I have always been
interested in understanding the Vietnamese experience of living and working in the
United States. I would like to learn how Vietnamese refugees perceive and share
their lived experiences. I also want to know how they make career decisions in the
new society.
Therefore, my research question is aimed at grasping the meaning of "How
Vietnamese refugees perceive and describe their lived experiences in regard toliving
and making career decisions in the United States."Overview of the Study
Concurring with the concept of "researcher as participant" in qualitative
research. I include both my personal and professional self-disclosures inchapter 2
(Self-disclosure chapter). I believe that self-disclosure is essential so that both
participants and readers will have sufficient information about the researcher's
personal, philosophical, cultural and professional biases as they relate to the study.
According to a group discussion regarding "Proposals for Studies fromAlternative
Perspectives" with Suzuki and Higgins (1999), the self-disclosure will include my
personal perspectives and my substantive knowledge related to the study.
I believe that the way I was raised in a Vietnamese middle classfamily, and
how I have developed my world view need to be shared with thereaders so that my
personal biases become transparent and obvious. Based on my Vietnamesecultural
background, I am strongly influenced by the three teachings namelyConfucianism,
Taoism.. and Buddhism. My experience as a refugee in the United States alsohas
had a strong impact on me and my world view in regard to career change,
discrimination, reeducation, as well as cultural and linguistic adjustment.
My professional training, the related literature I have immersed myself in,
and my working experiences are part of my substantive self-disclosure because they
are essential and constituent elementsof my biased lens. My theoretical orientation
is humanistic counseling, particularly person-centered counseling. I have been
influenced by Carl Rogers' ideas (1951, 1957, 1985, 1987, 1995) and his philosophysince 1972 when I was a guidance teacher in Vietnam. As a bilingual and bicultural
Asian career counselor, I am very interested in multicultural career counseling and
minority counseling literature, e.g. empowerment, inequity, racism, social advocacy,
oppression and emancipation. This professional bias or interest is an important part
of my lens in regard to how I conduct and interpret the study.
Since this study focuses on the lived experience of the Vietnamese in their
everyday activities (i.e. living, making decision, and working in the United States),
the phenomenological approach (Moustakas, 1994; Van Manen, 1990) is used
appropriately to grasp the essential meaning of these experiences. In chapter 3
(Methodology), I will describe my research biases, the theoretical framework of
phenomenology, and the methodology of this study in detail.
I designed the data acquisition questions (appendix A) to elicit information
from the participants in the following two main areas: 1) lived experiences as
Vietnamese refugees in the United States; 2) meanings of career counseling related
issues from a Vietnamese perspective.
I conducted a pilot project to check with a few Vietnamese concerning the
clarity and the accuracy of the data acquisition questions. These initial questions
were only tentative guidelines and they weremodified, expanded, or even changed
as the study evolved and new informationfrom participants emerged. For example,
additional clarifying questions related to family, language barrier, racial
discrimination, and career counseling issues became necessary to explore the
participants' personal life stories more fully as the research process developed.4
The research involved in-depth interviews with three adult Vietnamese
refugees who work and live in the Portland metropolitan area. The participants were
selected from among the first generation refugees in the Vietnamese community.
The purposeful sampling of these three participants was aimed at obtaining in-depth
information from the "information rich cases" pertaining to the focus of the research
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Patton, 1990). The participants were selected from various
Vietnamese American professional groups in Portland. The criteria I used to recruit
potential participants are as follows: 1) being a first generation Vietnamese refugee
in the United States, 2) being a successful professional worker with a four year
degree from an American University, and 3) showing interest in the study and
willingness to participate in a lengthy interview and a follow up interview.
I telephoned potential participants to talk about the research project and to
invite their participation. Mutual agreements were made with three qualified finalists
and appointments were then arranged.
The informed consent form (appendix B) was verbally explained in both
Vietnamese and English and then given to each participant to sign. I informed the
participants that they might not receive any direct benefits from the study and that
there were no foreseeable serious risks involved with their participation in this
experience. However, I explained that these in-depth interviews might lead them to
"new levels of self-awareness, possible changes in life-style, and shifting priorities of
living" (Van Manen, 1990, p. 163).I told them that their identity would be kept confidential and I would not
include their real names in the transcriptions or the dissertation; instead, I would use
three pseudo-names (Cao, Nga, and Sang) in the dissertation.
The data were gathered from audio taped interviews along with my field
notes. All the interviews were conducted in English. They were then transcribed,
thematically organized, reflected upon, and synthesized.
Based on Lincoln and Guba's suggestions (1985), I paid close attention to
the trustworthiness and the authenticity criteria during the process of obtaining and
presenting the data. After the interviews were transcribed, I returned the preliminary
draft of the transcription to the authors (interviewees) for correction, amendment,
and editing (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 1999). In regards to unclear parts of the text, I
checked with the author to validate the accuracy and authenticity of her or his text. I
had several follow-up conversations with the participants by telephone to generate
deeper insights and to ensure soundness of the study. I then previewed the data and
tentatively organized them into themes, which I again discussed with each of the
participants (the phenomenological data organization and/or analysis is described in
detail in the methodology chapter).
In chapter 4 (Results: The Participants and the Data), I will present the life
story of each participant since his or her arrival to the United States. Then, I will
describe the common themes of the participants pertaining to my research interest in
the refugee experience and related career counseling issues. Both the stories and the
themes were given back to the participants to check for accuracy and authenticity.In regards to writing the stories and the themes, I employed myinsight and
creativity to describe texturally and organize the data into meaning units, structures
of meaning, or themes (See the methodology chapter).
Chapter 5 (Data Interpretation: Reflection on the Participants' lived
experiences), includes my reflection on the participants, the data, and the essence of
the refugee experience pertaining to living and working in the United States. Van
Manen explained, "Reflecting on lived experience then becomes reflectively
analyzing the structural or thematic aspects of that experience" (1990, p. 78). In
addition, I used my intuition, creativity, and own lived experience to come upwith
the composite structural description and the synthesis of the data. Since this was my
personal reflection on the participants' lived experiences, I took complete
responsibility for the bias of the structural description in this chapter.
Finally, in Chapter 6, I summarize the study in its entirety and present its
possible limitations. Following Moustakas' (1994) suggestion, I "return to the
literature review and distinguish my findings from prior research, outline a future
research project that would advance knowledge on the topic, and discuss the
outcomes of the investigation in terms of social meanings and implications aswell as
personal and professional values" (p. 155).CHAPTER 2: SELF-DISCLOSURES
I assume that my personal, cultural, and professional background will both
facilitate and limit my understanding about the problem for the study. My world
view, cultural values, and educational and professional backgrounds all have an
impact on how I ask the research question, interact with participants, interpret their
stories, and make conclusions. In addition to that, when I report the participants'
stories in my dissertation to help readers understand that knowledge, I think that
their words have already been changed and shaped by my own language and my
biases. A quotation from Schutz (1967) seems to justify for the necessity of self-
disclosure in qualitative research:
If I look at my whole stock of your lived experiences and ask
about the structure of this knowledge, one thing becomes clear: This
is that everything I know about your conscious life is really based on
my knowledge of my own lived experiences. My lived experiences of
you are constituted in simultaneity or quasisimultaneity with your
lived experiences, to which they are intentionally related. It is only
because of this that, when I look backward, I am able to synchronize
my past experiences of you with your past experiences (p. 106).
Researcher's Perspectives (Personal Disclosure)
Since I adopt the assumption that I am part of the language, history, and
society in which I live, I have to ask who I am as the investigator; I must also ask
myself what I believe in, and what I value during the process of forming my research
epistemology. Therefore, I wifi reflect upon my original native cultural backgroundand the westernization process I have undergone throughout my life both in
Vietnam and in the United States.
I was born in an average Vietnamese family. My father, like most
Vietnamese people of his generation, was much influenced by Taoism, Buddhism,
and especially Confucianism (while still working and living in the society, a typical
middle class male Vietnamese primarily practices Confucianism until his retirement
when he starts his focus on Taoism and Buddhism). My mother had only five years
of education and she believed in Buddhism passionately. During my childhood, I
lived with my parents and my two brothers. I loved them all, but I respected only my
father and used to consider him as an ideal person. I realized that my mother was
not perfect and made mistakes at times.
My educational background includes over six years at the Faculty of
Pedagogy of Saigon University with a major in Teaching English as a second
language, and at the Faculty of Letter of Saigon University with a major in
philosophy. I taught high school English as a second language, and philosophy for
ten years in Vietnam. I was also involved in some administration, guidance, and
counseling before I came to the United States as a refugee in 1978. My training
related to guidance and counseling in Vietnam was an intensive workshop of Carl
Rogers' client-centered counseling conducted by an American counseling
psychologist.
During my childhood, my father wanted me to obey him and my mother, to
show filial piety and live the way an ideal Confucian child does. He did not allow meto feel free beyond the teaching of Confucius. Even though he rarelypunished me,
he seemed to control me through his behaviors: He was very Confucian; he always
respected and abided by the Confucian rules regarding social interpersonal relations.
I still do not know why I always wanted to please him out of my love and not my
fear for him.
I was taught to share responsibility and freedom within the family. Filial piety
is the most important characteristic of a Confucian; I had to show respect and
absolute obedience to my parents. As a Confucian, I also believed in the value of
harmony in social relations, for only by achieving harmony in social relations (king
and subject; father and son; husband and wife; elder brother and younger brother;
friend and friend), could I achieve peace and tranquiffity of my soul. The basis for
moral conduct in the teaching of Confucius is virtue for virtue's sake. I was
repetitively taught to show loyalty and fidelity to the past and to my family.
At times I felt like I needed to be completely free from my significant others;
I badly wanted to be alone, to live for myself without sharing things with my family.
Later I felt ashamed and guilty. I was afraid of being perceived as individualistic,
seffish, self-centered, and too westernized due to my college education. Every time I
wished I could reject my father's advice, and make an important decision by myself,
I would immediately stop that wish and feel terribly guilty, recognizing that I was
not myself at all.
When I was learning Western philosophy, particularly existentialism, I
experienced a feeling of confusion. Intellectually, I saw that there were other ways10
of living and perceiving things. I understood that there existed values that were
different and even opposite to the Vietnamese traditional ones (which wereprimarily
Confucian since I was too young to study Taoism and Buddhism, valuable only for
retired people and/or women). Interestingly enough, during that period, itseemed to
me that the Confucian values and way ofliving still prevailed over my heart. I
always felt that they were also correct and good even though they prevented me
from becoming a real and genuine human being as described in Rogers' theory
(1951; 1965). Every time I found myself rationalizing my belief system and I usually
returned to the same conclusion: "The Western new ways of living are good but
they might be practically good only for the French and Americans. As a Vietnamese
personlivingin Vietnam, I should follow the traditional Confucian way where I feel
easy, secure, and socially approved".
I started to read Rogers' works (1951; 1957; 1959; 1965) during a training
workshop for guidance teachers in Vietnam early in the 1970's. And, it is important
to note that since 1974, I have experienced a lot of changes in my belief, thought,
and behavior. My movement in the direction of greater freedom, more
independence, and more genuineness was internalized. To a certain extent, I began
to own my feelings. My concepts of freedom and responsibility also changed
dramatically. I felt that I had to decide for myself and I wanted to be completely
responsible for what I had decided. I was not very afraid of being lonely in my
decisions any more. On the contrary, I felt proud, real, and free. To me, my11
freedom could not be shared with anyone else. These new American values were
constantly maintained until after my arrival in the United States.
On August 6th, 1978, I decided to leave Vietnam for the free world due to
being repetitively reeducated and brainwashed by the suspicious North Vietnamese.
I was aware that I might be caught, drowned in the ocean, or attacked by Thai
pirates but my gut feeling told me to take the risk. The decision to escape from
Vietnam seemed to be easy and quick for me. During the three days and nights when
I experienced rough weather on a small boat in the Pacffic Ocean, instead of being
afraid of death, I accepted the feelings of suspense and anxiety with comfort.
However, when I arrived in the United States as a refugee, my internal
strength was almost destroyed by the major life changes I was experiencing. Under
severe cultural and social changes, I was losing my self-confidenceandeven the
ability to take care of myself. I was overwhelmed with feelings of alienation,
mistrust, anxiety, nostalgia,anddepression. The following lines in my diary describe
how I felt as a refugee during my first days in America:
I came to the United States in August 1978 as a refugee,
leaving one of my brothers and his family in Vietnam. I could not
discuss with him about my escape because he was kept in the
"reeducation camp" as a prisoner during that time. When I left
Vietnam, I made the decision to leave easily without thinking of them
a lot.
As soon as I arrived inPortland,Oregon, I experienced a
feeling of conlijsion. The American values are very different from
and even sometimes opposite to the traditional Vietnamese ones.
During the first days when I did not get a job yet, I felt very
shameful, helpless,anddepressed. Life in the United States was not
as easy as I had thought. Before leaving Vietnam, I dreamt of the
United States as a permissive and tolerant society where every body12
could improve himsell7herself through equal opportunities. Here in
this impersonal, industrialized, and large society, I felt alienated,
lonely, and sometimes repentant. After being refused several times by
employers, I began to mistrust the Americans more and more. Then I
was gradually acquiring a sense of shame and doubt about myself,
about my ability and skills. With a degree in teaching English as a
second language and a degree in teaching philosophy from Saigon
University, I had no meaningful career direction in the US society.
All that I experienced was a frightening prospect and a sense of
humiliation. I felt helpless, hopeless, and useless. I lived in an
environment in which my self-esteem was repeatedly being attacked
or at least in which it was rarely reinforced. I becamepessimistic,
fearful, and often easily sensitive to rejection. I almost completely
withdrew from contact with other Americans, except for my
sponsors, Tim and Chau Leatherman who were also my friends.
I got ajob as a bus boy at the Denny's restaurant, then
another as an assembler in the Winter Product Company. During that
time, I still felt like I was being abandoned and ill treated. All my
skills and values were totally rejected in the new society. I felt like I
was nothing but a trivial part in the impersonal huge assembly line. I
always expected a change; I did not want to accept the present
though I could not get rid of it. I still remained there, depressed,
lonely, and alienated in a hateful, strange, and suffocating
atmosphere.
I had to do the monotonous one-act job at the Winter
Product Company all day long as an assembler. I then did not know
what the rest of my life would be. Sometimes I wondered why I was
thrown to exist in such an uncomfortable, meaningless situation.
Here the systems of values and ideological perspectives seemed too
strange, illogical, and inhumane to me. I did not have any sense of
commitment and I just went on doing that "cursed job" without
having a goal for my life during that time. I dared not plan anything
for my future since I just got negative responses and refusals from
other people. In many aspects, I was confused about myself and my
future, feeling nothing really mattered in that critical period of my
life. Actually, I did not have the capacity to cope with what was
happening to me in that completely new, mechanized, and impersonal
society. Living here, but I always thought of the Vietnam before
1975 with all the good things I had enjoyed and all the values I had
shared and participated in. I often saw myself as an outsider, haunted
with the feeling of being rejected by the whole American society. It
seemed to me that I could never adjust to the "melting pot" even
though I tried my best.13
The more I was experiencing difficulties and rejection the
more I felt guilty. The guilt came on without warning; guilt overthe
decision I easily made before I escaped from Vietnam. I kept having
dreams about my brother and my nephews left in Vietnam, about the
hardship and sufferance I should have shared with them WI had
stayed there. That feeling of guilt also prevented me much from
enjoying some good aspects of the new life and from having a
peaceful soul in the new land. I could not sleep well at night, I used
to wake up one or two hours earlier than before and found it hard to
go back to sleep. I just lay in bed, feeling dissatisfied, angry,and
remorseful.
During the first two months in the United States, I have just described what I
experienced; I had a feeling of estrangement from the goals and norms of the new
community and culture. I was really an alien in the United States, which I had to
accept as my own native land since I could not return to Vietnam. I felt powerless,
helpless, hopeless, and very depressed. Whatever I had learned from Rogers and
other Western thinkers was completely wiped out during this intense experience of
culture shock and fear of losing control over my own life. I was deprived of my
cultural context without any hope that I might be able to go back to Vietnam due to
my political refugee status.
There was a time when I attempted to use my intellectual knowledge of the
American culture I learned from books to guide my life. However, I still felt
alienated and frustrated. The intellectual understanding was too objective and
superficial to help me develop an insight into the new culture. I still lived largely in
the past and rigidly adhered to my Vietnamese values. Although I was trying to
adjust to the US society, I did not know how to apply my values and principles to
behave in ways appropriate and acceptable in the new cultural milieu.14
During that critical period of resettlement, I received a lot of emotional
support from my younger brother, my fiancee and her brother's family who had
come to Portland a few months earlier than us. OnOctober 16, 1978, I got married
and my son was born on June 29, 1979. My wife and my son became the most
significant aspects of my life. They created a new meaningful purpose in life for me
together with a new set of Confucian responsibilities. This sense of new
responsibilities has helped me endure and overcome many severe adjustment
difficulties in the new society.
After having been in manual jobs for several months, I was luckily hired to
work as a mental health counselor trainee at the Indochinese Cultural and Service
Center and concurrently at the Indochinese Psychiatric Clinic. I was in the mental
health field for eight years. I always wanted to go back to the school setting where I
could teach and advise students as a teacher. In 1981, as soon as I got my Masters
degree in counseling from PSU (Portland State University), I started to explore
ways to return to my teaching profession. I was hired as a part-timeinstructor to
teach ESL (English as a second language) at PCC (Portland Community College).
In 1986, I was offered a full time position as "multicultural specialist" at PPS
(Portland Public Schools). During this time, I gave up teaching ESL and became an
adjunct faculty member at PSU. I alternately taught two counseling courses there
for four years.
Alter four years working with ESL students and their parents at PPS, I was
frustrated because I could not become a mainstream (regular) counselor and teacher15
due to PPS bureaucracy and regulations (In spite of my teaching experience in
Vietnam, at PCC, and PSU, I did not have teaching experience in US public high
schools). When there was a full time counselor position open at Portland
Community College, I applied and fortunately was offered the job.
Unfortunately, I later found out that I got involved in a fight between those
who opposed affirmative action and those who supported it.I was pulled into a
court trial as a witness for PCC because the college was sued by a White male part-
time counselor who was among the three finalists for the two positions offered to
me and a Hispanic female counselor.
When I got a letter asking me to testily for PCC against the plaintiff, I was
very angry with the college and its insensitivity. It was my impression that PCC
administrators wanted me to recognize that I could only get the counselor job
through the help of affirmative action. I never expected the people in affirmative
action to believe that I was not among the best qualified candidates.
I was subpoenaed and forced to testi1,' for PCC against the plaintiff before
an American jury of native speakers. PCC finally lost the case and I became very
depressed and frustrated with the situation.
Working in the mainstream, I experienced insensitive and unconscious
racism from the indignant righteousness of people from both sides of the ideological
issues of affirmative action. Suspicious students and community clients with strange
questions started to show up in my office to challenge my ability to work as a
community college counselor. White part-time counselors and other people who16
desired my position badly wanted me to give up my job so that they could have it.
They deliberately created small annoying incidents to discourage me. In my office, I
got several obnoxious anonymous calls with abusive language, threats, and even
curses. I could have gone back to work for the IndochinesePsychiatric Clinic or for
PPS but I chose to stay to test my endurance against these pressures. I did not want
to surrender. When I realized that other mainstream full time counselors did not
have to go through what I experienced, I felt like I was being singled out and
discriminated against due to my skin color and my accent. It was my impression that
some people were jealous of my success and my faculty statusand they showed
different behaviors and attitudes toward me than toward other mainstream full time
counselors. Sometimes, I wondered whether I was too paranoid and too sensitive to
White people's behaviors and attitudes but then through their concrete deeds and
words I would experience their prejudice against me, Asians, and other minority
groups. I gradually developed some defense skills to deal with the challengesi.e.
ignoring, confronting, pretending, playing dumb etc. I started to enjoy manipulating
and playing games with White people that I did not trust. On the other hand, I took
risks to authentically interact with a few trustworthy colleagues both White and of
color.
As a minority worker, I always feel that I have to prove that I am as good as
any other White counselors in my department. Besides working withmainstream
students, I also worked with ENNL (English as a Non Native Language) students.17
In addition to that, I was supposed to serve and counsel Vietnamese students in
Vietnamese because I am bilingual.
Researcher's Substantive Knowledge (Literature Review)
Career counseling is the combination of personal counseling and job market
advising. My literature review, therefore, includes both multicultural counseling and
multicultural career counseling for Asian and/or Vietnamese clients. In this portion,
I will first discuss literature pertaining to multicultural counseling and counselor
education both in terms of their strengths and limitations. In the second part, I will
review multicultural career counseling literature and research related to the
Vietnamese refugee experience in the United States. I will also discuss and
highlight some specific studies closely related to my research interest.
Related Multicultural Counseling Literature
Since the introduction of the phrase "culturally encapsulated counselor"
(Wrenn, 1962), multicultural perspectives in counseling (Pedersen, Draguns,
Lonner, & Trimble,1996; Sue, & Sue, 1990; Ponterotto, Casas, Suzuki, &
Alexander, 1995; Suzuki, Meller, & Ponterotto, 1996) have been raised, discussed
and recently incorporated into many psychology and counselor education programs.
Pedersen (1990) called multiculturalism the "fourth force" in counseling.
Counselor education programs across the nation have continuously developed
diversity and/or counseling training for their students.18
Regarding multicultural counseling provided to minority clients, Arbona
(1996) stressed the need to address the social and political context of clients. Yost
and Corbishley (1988) warned against the counselor's ignorance of the psychological
make-up of the client and his or her world of the interpersonal relationships. Kitano
and Maki (1996) pointed out that counselors should understand the important
characteristics of Asian American clients in terms of what they bring with them
(culture, values, and belief) and their interaction with American society
(assimilation, acculturation, bicultural adaptation, and pluralism) to provide
culturally appropriate services to them. The issues of ethnic identity (Kitano, 1993,
Lee, 1983; Sue & Sue, 1990) are of paramount importance in regard to
understanding of the challenges Asian Americans encounter in our society. The
concept of the "self' and its socio-cultural influence (Baumgardner& Rappoport,
1996; Greenberg, 1994; Markus & Kitayama, 1991) are also important factors in
cross-cultural counseling as it relates to the decision-making process.
Pertaining to Western assumptions and cross-cultural psychology, Hofstede
(1983) addressed different dimensions of national culture in fifty cultures and three
regions of the world. Pedersen (1987) argued that the assumptions of the majority
culture in the helping professions reinforce institutional oppression in regards to
race, sex, age, etc. He listed ten common Western biased assumptions in need of
reexamination:
(1) Assumptions regarding normal behavior which is
culturally, politically, and economically defined; (2) Emphasis on the
individual as opposed to emphasis on family, community, and/or19
society; (3) Fragmentation by academic disciplines; (4) Dependence
on abstraction (meaning of psychological constructswithout
reference to a context); (5) Overemphasis on independence; (6)
Neglect of the client's support systems; (7) Dependence on linear
thinking; (8) Focus on changing the individual, not the system; (9)
Neglect of history; (10) Dangers of cultural encapsulation: The most
dangerous assumption is to think that we are afready aware of all of
our assumptions (condensed from Pedersen, 1987).
Multicultural competencies (Arredondo, Toporek, Brown, Jones, Locke,
Sanchez, & Stadler, 1996; Pedersen, 1994, 1997; Sue, Arredondo & McDavis,
1992) were also created as new counseling strategies to help counselors deal with
multicultural perspectives in counseling. A model of multicultural counseling
competencies was first presented in Arredondo and Glauner's (1992) "Dimensions
of Personal Identity Model" (PDI). In 1996, the PDI was presented in detail as a
tool to understand people in a multiculturally comprehensive manner. This model
stresses awareness, knowledge, and skills from multicultural perspectives. Jiolcomb-
Mccoy and Myers (1999) suggested that multicultural competencies comprise five
factors - awareness, knowledge, definitions, racial identity development, and skills.
Their model of multicultural competencies adopted and developed by the
Association for Multicultural Counseling and Development (AMCD).
According to Arredondo et al. (1996), the term "multicultural" refers to five
major cultural groups in the United States: African, Asian, Caucasian, Hispanic, and
Native American. This classification puts emphasis on ethnicity, race, and culture.
The term "diversity", on the other hand, refers to other differentiating characteristics
such as age, gender, sexual orientation, religion, and physical disability. The Council20
for Accreditation of Counseling and Related Educational Programs (CACREP)
proposes a very broad definition of multiculturalism that includesdifferences
pertaining to gender, age, religion, and social groups while AMCD still endorses a
definition of multiculturalism that relates specifically to ethnic/racial groups
(Holcom-McCoy, & Meyers,1999, p. 299).
There are three main approaches to address multicultural issues. First, the
generic approach uses person-centered counseling to assist all human beings across
cultures (Patterson, 1996; Pedersen, 1991). The second approach is the etic or
universalist approach modifring and adapting the traditional counseling and
psychology theories to help all diversity groups (Draguns, 1996; Sue & Sue, 1990).
The third approach, the emic or culture-specific approach, advocates for various
indigenous guiding and/or healing skills, techniques, and strategies which are
culturally appropriate for each specific diversity group (Sunberg, 1979; Torrey,
1986; Uhlemann, Lee, & France, 1988).
The generic approach assumes that human beings have a universal internal
organismic potentiality to grow and to take care of themselves in a facilitating
environment and/or relationship. Genuineness, unconditional acceptance, and
empathy in the relationship will be sufficient to bridge the socio-cultural differences
between the counselor and the client. Rogers' empathy is the central role in the
process of this counseling approach. Patterson (1996) suggested the promotion of
selfactualization as the fundamental goal of all counseling.21
The etic or universalist approach assumes that the core of human psychology
is universal. Therefore, traditional western counseling and psychology can be
culturally modified to apply across cultures. Theorists of this approach have
identified cultural factors in the counseling process and suggested ways to provide
culturally appropriate counseling strategies and interventions. The difference
between this approach and the generic approach is that it tries to look for empirical
data about human universality andlor similarities from various perspectives e.g.
developmental, cognitive, behavioral, affective, etc. while the latter focuses on
experiential empathy and inner self.growth as human universal characteristics.
The third approach stresses the importance of a traditional helping network
of ethnic minority groups and the use of ethnic "counseling" interventions. The
assumption of this approach is that only a member of a particular cultural group
could be an appropriate helper and/or counselor for the consumer clients in that
group. Furthermore, some writers have raised questionsabout the monopoly of
American "middle class" professionals in counseling and the mental health field.
Writers supportingthis view (Morse,Young, &Swartz, 1991; Szacz, 1985; Torrey,
1986) denounced professionalism, racism, and eliticism as causes of inadequate
services and training in the mental health field both in quality and quantity. In regard
to the use of ethnic "counseling" interventions, Hirsch (1979) claimed the legitimate
rights and important functions of the "native healers," "natural neighbors," and
social networks.22
Critics of the generic approach point out that person-centered counseling
principles are not universal. For example, Asian Americans expect a more directive
approach and do not benefit from person-centered counselors; therefore, early
termination usually occurs when Asians undergo such an approach. However,
Dragun (1996) confirmed the universality of Rogerian construct of empathy,
"A basic component of counseling experience that remains constant across cultures
is a trustful and open relationship between the counselor and counselee. A major
tool for the development of such counseling is the counselor's empathy with the
client." (1'. 16).
The etic approach has been criticized as a system politically created to
maintain the status quo and the monopoly of mainstream professional counselors.
Laframboise, Foster, and James (1996, p.5 1) stated, "The social stratffication,
inequality of opportunity, and other forms of prejudice that exist within U.S. society
can, unfortunately, be replicated on a smaller scale between counselor andclient."
Partly agreeing with this critique, I also think that we need to look deeply into the
assumptions of western counseling theories and institutional oppression (Bock,
1980; Hofstede, 1983; 1992; Pedersen, 1987; Sue & Sue, 1990) to become more
culturally sensitive to the oppressed minority client. Since we are all living in the
U.S. cultural milieu where laws, rules, and regulations are democratically made by
the white majority, this institutional oppression, in my opinion, should be
democratically corrected by means of social advocacy (Lee, 1998) and public
education.23
Critics of the ethnic perspective call it an unfounded approach without a
solid and systemic theory. I agree with Torrey (1986) that witch doctors and
community spiritual leaders do have their own logic and consistent strategies to
assist their community members in their cultural context. However, in the
mainstream U.S. culture, I personally believe that the culturally modified universal
approach is more appropriate due to lack of available witch doctors.
In the following portion,, I would like to review some recent trends in
multicultural counseling literature that have strongly influenced the formation of my
theoretical orientation both in terms of counseling research and services.
The first trend focuses on how counselors can assess the extent to which
their own cultural backgrounds affect their working relationship with their client and
how they can assess and work with the individual client's within-group-differences
(Ivey, Ivey, & Morgan, 1993; Ponterotto, Casas, Suzuki, & Alexander, 1995; Sue,
Ivey, & Pedersen, 1996). This trend, in my opinion, has emerged to alleviate the
frustration with the impossible task of mastering the knowledge of another culture in
order to provide culturally appropriate counseling services to the client.
The second trend puts emphasis on what cultural identity is and how
it develops. The importance of cultural ethnic identity as a construct is widely
recognized (Comas-Dias, & Green, 1994; Lee, 1983; Phinney, 1990). However,
there have been disagreements on how to measure it (Trimble, 1995). The
interaction between personal experiences and culture needs to be analyzed in regard
to how a person develops his/her cultural identity. Pedersen, et al. (1996) reaffirmed24
the importance of the construct of cultural identity as follows: "As such, identity
becomes a crucial construct in counseling. If behavior is learned in a cultural
context, identity formation becomes an experience of culture learning" (p. xi).
The third trend emphasizes the importance of expanding multicultural
discussion from counseling to a more inclusive organizational context (Arredondo,
1996; Meyers & Filner, 1993; Thomas, 1991). Social advocacy for institutional
changes to alleviate oppressive environments, inequity, and injustice has been
recently discussed in professional counseling literature (Collison, Osborne, Gray,
House, Firth, & Lou, 1998; Lee, 1998; McWhirter, 1994; 1997) and also
professional counseling organizations. The issue of how and why the dominant
culture in organizations is resistant to change that is introduced by persons of color
is a very important concern identified in this area.
Related Literature on Multicultural Career Counseling and Vietnamese Refugees in
The United States
Career counseling literature related to racial and ethnic minority groups is
scarce(Leong, 1997; Sue and Sue, 1990). Onlya few studies(Kwan& Sodowsky,
1997; Leong & Serafica, 1995; Leong & Tata, 1990) have been conducted with
Asian Americans or Vietnamese clients. While Holland (1985, 1987, 1996, 1997)
and Super (1990; 1992; 1994) claimed that their theories incorporated the issues of
minority cultures and social conditions, two studies (Fitzgerald & Betz, 1994;
Leong, 1995) have concluded that there does not exist any culturally appropriate
career counseling approach specifically for minority clients. Criticism of applying25
"mainstream" career development theory and constructs, such as career maturity, to
ethnic/racial minorities has been in the literature for many years (Fitzgerald & Betz,
1994; Smith, 1993). Even the theoretical construct of career development maybe
inappropriate for some ethnic minorities (Osipow & Fitzgerald, 1996). Some
authors have proposed use of the concept of racial/ethnic identity as a means to
better understand the career development of minority groups (Phinney, 1990, 1996;
Tinsley, 1994). Holland's hexagon structure has been criticized (Rounds & Tracy,
1996) along with Super's model (Fouad & Arbona, 1994) as being inappropriate for
racial minority groups in the United States and for people in other countries.
Rodriguez (1994) stressed the importance of developing an occupational
information brochure targeted specifically for ethnic minority clients. Studies
examining White Americans' attitudes toward Asian Americans in social situations
e.g., occupational stereotyping, bias, and prejudice(Leong & Hayes, 1990; Leong &
Schneller, 1997) and studies exploring career development attributes, occupational
values, vocational maturity, and ethnic identity of both Asian and White participants
(Leong, 1991; Perron, Vondracek, Skorikov, Trembley, & Corbiere, 1998; Waxer,
1996) seem to be more popular, interesting, and acceptable in mainstream research
in academia. On the other hand, studies focusing on Asians andlor a particular Asian
ethnic group (Kwan & Sodowsky, 1997; Leong & Seraflca, 1995; Leong & Tata,
1990) are scarce. Very few studies concerning the effects of racial and cultural
factors on individuals' career behaviors had been found (Fretz & Leong, 1982;
Tinsley & Heesacker, 1984). Hoyt (1989) clarified, "in spite of the huge influx of26
Asian/Pacific Islanders in recent years, not a single article was found reporting on
career development for this important minority population"(p. 210). I believe that it
is due to lack of political and financial support for these ethnic studies.
Vietnamese refugees have come to the United States since the communist
take over of South Vietnam in 1975 (Bliatout, Do, Keopraseuth, Rath, Bliatout &
Lee, 1985). The first wave of Vietnamese hurriedly left their country without any
preparation in a sudden evacuation. The second wave consisted of the so-called
"boat people" who escaped from Vietnam, sailing into the Pacific Ocean in very
risky and dangerous situations. Many of them were drowned in small boats; others
were robbed, raped, and killed by sea pirates (Ades, Do,Keopraseuth, Rath, & Bui,
1984). The "third wave" were people who were prisoners of war, confined in the so-
called reeducation camps for many years. These "third wavers" were allowed to
leave Vietnam for the United States under the Orderly Departure Program. The
psychosocial impact of war trauma (Chung & Okazaki, 1991; Moffica, Wyshak, &
Lavelle, 1987; Segal, 1975; Vignes, & Hall, 1979) and the post-traumatic effects of
persecution and torture (Kinzie, 1993; Lin, Masuda, & Tazuma, 1982) are very
common among Vietnamese refugees. These traumatic experiencesand the refugee
adjustment difficulties are significant contributing factors to employment status (Uba
& Chung, 1991), and mental health (Beiser, 1988; Bemark, Chung, & Bornemann,
1996; Chung & Kagawa-Singer, 1993; Kinzie, 1981; Kinzie, Manson, Do, Bui,
Nguyen, & Than, 1982; Moffica & Lavelle, 1988). In spite of the civil right laws and
many recent efforts to promote social advocacy for the vulnerableminority client27
(Coffison et a!, 1998; Lee, 1998), institutional racism seems to continue to exist in
our U.S. society (Sue & Sue, 1990). It is usually harder for anAsian American,
especially a non-native Vietnamese, to compete successfully in the job market
because of stereotypes, biases, prejudice and racism (Leong & Hayes, 1990; Leong
& Schneller, 1997). Like other refugees (William & Berry, 1991), Vietnamese
people who have not been able to acculturate tend to be depressed and doubtful
about the possibility of getting ajob (even after completing college training). Issues
involved in counseling these clients include depression, anxiety, and lack of
confidence. The language barrier usually prevents them from taking any vocational
tests developed in the United States, except for the translated Vietnamese version of
the Self-Directed Search, which itself is culturally biased (Farh, Leong, & Law,
1998).
Similar to other Asian Americans (Chun, 1980; Hsia, 1980; Sue, 1975; Sue
& Kirk, 1973), younger Vietnamese who are bilingual and bicultural tend to narrow
down their career choices to a few areas e.g. medicine, dentistry, pharmacy,
engineering, accounting, and computer technology. They maintain the belief that
they cannot compete with European Americans in areas where communication skills
and articulation are required.
The Asian model minority myth (referring to the stereotype that Asians are
very academically and economically successful (Sue & Morishima, 1982)) create
significant difficulties for Vietnamese newcomers, especially the boat people, the
majority of whom were fishermen who had little education in Vietnam.28
The assumption that vocational tests developed in the United States can be
translated into Vietnamese to use for the Vietnamese client needs to be reexamined.
Holland's model used in Hong Kong (Farh, Leong, & Law, 1998) and used in India
(Leong & Austin, 1998) produced mixed results due to cultural factors. Since the
vocational tests already available such as the Self-Directed Search, the Strong
Interest Inventory, the Myers and Briggs Type Indicator, and the Minnesota
Importance Questionnaires were all composed by middle class American career
psychologists, they are not culturally appropriate for the culturally different client.
These instruments, in my opinion, are the products of the American cultural
tradition in which certain human interests, personality traits, values, cognitive styles,
skills etc. are emphasized while others are ignored. A recent study in India (Leong &
Austin, 1998) showed that Holland's (1996) constructs of congruence, consistency,
and differentiation are not significant predictors of job satisfaction for Indians.
Specific Studies Related to My Research Interests
I have carefully and critically examined research articles related to
multicultural career counseling and/or personal counseling for Asian Americans in
general and for Vietnamese clients in particular. I also studied literature concerning
the acculturation and the refugee experience of the Vietnamese in the United States.
I used the following three criteria to select those articles: (1) quality (2) relevance to
the topic and the population I want to study (3) source of publication in terms of29
leadership and prestige of the journals. The following studies are closely related to
my research interest.
Farh, Leong, and Law (1998) investigated the cross-cultural validity of
Holland's models of six interest or personality types in Hong Kong. The authors
explained that Holland's theory and its accompanying hypotheses had been widely
tested and found to have substantial empirical support in the United States.
However, the cross-cultural generalizability of Holland's theory to Hong Kong had
not been empirically investigated.
According to Holland, there exist six interest types namely Realistic,
Investigative, Artistic, Social, Enterprising, and Conventional (RIASEC). Holland
also assumes that there is a natural match between these interest types and
corresponding work environments with the same labels (RIASEC). Persons who
demonstrate high levels of congruence between their personality type and their work
settings tend to have high levels ofjob satisfaction and longer tenure at their jobs.
The authors examined both the external and internal validity of Holland's
theory. The purposes of their study were threefold: (a) to assess the internal or
structural validity of Holland's model as operationalized by the Unisex edition of the
ACT Interest Inventory (UNIACT), for a population in Hong Kong; (b) to
determine if Holland's theory has external validity in Hong Kong; and (c) to
determine if cultural value of traditionality moderates the lit of Holland's RIASEC
structure to Hong Kong data.30
The authors examined three hypotheses: (a) If the evaluation of the internal
validity of Holland's model proves that it is indeed a universal model of human
behavior, then the structure of vocational interest patterns should be generalized
across cultures. (b) Regarding external validity,individuals who plan to choose one
of the six job categories will have a higher score on the corresponding interest type
(e.g., Investigative interest) than those who plan to choose other careers. If the
career choice relates to interests, then the external validityof Holland's theory is
supported. (c) The structure-of-interest matrix of those Hong Kong students who
have strong traditional values will have a poorer lit to Holland's structural model
than those who have less traditional values.
The study yielded mixed results. The authors concluded that Holland's
model, if culturally modified, had some potential applications for the Chinese in
Hong Kong. I think that it is inappropriate for the authors to use the result of their
convenience sample to generalize to all Chinese in Hong Kong. According to Gall,
Borg, and Gall (1996; 1999) and Rubin and Babbie (1997), generalizability and
convenience sampling should be carefully and appropriately handled in research.
Perron, Vondracek, Skorikov, Trembley, and Corbiere (1998) conducted a
longitudinal study to examine the development of vocational maturity and ethnic
identity in a majority and a minority group of 641 students in the province of
Quebec, Canada. Ethnic identity and four components of vocational maturity were31
assessed in four cohorts at three times of measurements in the spring of 1994, fall of
1994, and winter of 1995.
The authors used the Career Education Questionnaire (QEC; Dupont &
Gringras, 1990) to measure vocational maturity. The theoretical construct of
vocational maturity is generally defined as the extent to which an individual succeeds
in mastering the tasks appropriate to his or her stage of career development (Betz,
1988; Super et a!, 1981; Westbrook, 1983). In this study, Phinney's (1992)
Multigroup Ethnic Identity Measure (MEIM) was used to measure ethnic identity.
According to Phinney (1990, 1996), ethnic identity is related to ego-identity
development, psychological adjustment, ego development, and self-esteem.
The findings of the study showed different developmental trends in both
ethnic identity and in vocational maturity for majority and minority groups. The
minority group was found to have a linear increase in ethnic identity over time, while
the majority group showed a decrease, starting with the second time of
measurement. Vocational maturity components were found to have a more complex
pattern of changes. However, they indicated that minority participants mature
significantly earlier than those from the majority group. The results also showed that
there was a positive relationship between ethnic identity and vocational maturity for
both groups.
The authors then hypothesized that both vocational maturity in different
ethnic groups and their relationship to ethnic identity development would increase
with age in majority and minority students. They also hypothesized that a significant32
positive relationship exists between progress in the development of ethnicidentity
and progress in vocational maturity over time.
The translated instrument MIEM developed by Phinney (1992) in the United
States was used to measure ethnic identity (Canadian definition). This instrument,in
my opinion, needs to be modified and/orre-tested for validity and/or reliability
because ethnic minorities in the US have different historical and social experiences
than those in Canada. Also, translation into French might create culturally semantic
problems (Kinzie et al, 1982) related to validity.
Kwan and Sodowsky (1997) studied the relationship between internal and
external identity of U.S. Chinese immigrants in regard to their experience of salience
of ethnicity, fear of loss of face, and cultural stress.
Ethnic identity, according to the authors, was divided into two aspects:
internal ethnic identity and external ethnic identity. Internal aspects of ethnic identity
can be divided into three dimensions: cognitive,moral, and affective (Isajiw, 1990).
External aspects of ethnic identity refer to observable social and cultural behaviors.
These behaviors are expressed in ethnic activities and cultural practices identified by
Phinney (1990) as an operational component of ethnic identity.
In the study, 224 Chinese immigrants (49.7% return rate) completed
questionnaires that included the following measures: an Internal-External Ethnic
Identity Measure, the Acculturative Distress Subscale of the Cultural Adjustment
Difficulties Checklist (Sodowsky & Lai, 1997), the Salience of Ethnicity Index, and
the Loss of Face measure (Zane, 1992). The Internal-External Ethnic Identity33
Measure and the Salience of Ethnicity Index were developed specifically for this
study.
The following questions were asked by the authors: 1) Can there be a
significant difference between an individual's scores on internal ethnic identity and
external ethnic identity? 2) Can internal ethnic identity and external ethnic identity
predict differently the salience of ethnicity? 3) Can internal ethnic identity and
external ethnic identity predict fear of loss of face? 4) Are income, loss of face,
external ethnic identity, and saliency of ethnicity related to cultural stress?
The authors reported that there was a moderately high correlation between
the internal and external ethnic identity subscales. However, they also pointed out
that the two dimensions were perceived as meaningfully different, while also
complementary. The findings also indicated that internal and external ethnic identity
predicted differently. Chinese Americans' internal ethnic identity predicted their
perception of salience of ethnicity, their fear of loss of face, whereas external
ethnicity did not. Results also showed that external ethnic identity and other socio-
environmental variables such as salience of ethnicity, income, and loss of face
contributed 32% of the variance of cultural stress. The authors stated that more than
half the Chinese American sample (56%) in their study seemed to report more
external ethnic identity than internal ethnic identity, perhaps pointing to
acculturation adaptation effects.
The Acculturative Distress Measure and the Loss of Face Measure were
used without pretesting their validity for this study. The authors therefore, wrongly34
believed that validity resided in those instruments. They failed to indicate howthese
two instruments were adapted and modffied (Borg, Gall, & Gall,1993).
Leong and Schneller (1997) investigated the stereotypical attitudes of White
college students toward a variety of social situations involving Asian Americans.
The authors were also examining the effect of differential labeling of Asian
Americans on the attitudes held toward them (i.e., "Asian" versus "Oriental".)
Afler reviewing the literature, the authors stated their hypothesis that
knowledge of the attitudes that persons of varied culture hold toward members of
their own culture and members of other cultures is central to understanding cross-
cultural differencesandinteractions. The Situational Attitude Scale (SAS) was used
to avoid methodological problems of many attitude measures assessingattitudes
independently of the social context. The SAS, according to the authors, had been
modified and used to measure attitudes toward African American, Arabs,and
American Indians. The instrument consists often social situations, each of which is
accompanied by ten semantic differential scales. Participants were 405 incoming
undergraduate students (52% men, 48% women). They had to take the survey as
part of a required fall orientation.
Significant differences (using Turkey's honesty significant difference test)
were found for the blind date, Freshman Advisor, and student governmentcandidate
scales. No significant differences were found between attitudes toward Asians and
attitudes toward Orientals. Men exhibited more negative attitudes toward all socialsituations except for blind date. Women had more negative attitudes toward blind
date.
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The author used the social distance hypothesis (Borgardus, 1925) to explain
the findings of their study. This hypothesis states that persons' negative attitudes
toward others are more likely to manifest as situations become more intimate and
personally relevant Stereotypic notions about Asian Americans from the findings of
previous study also explain why Asian Americans are perceived as being above
average in inteffigence and education, and as being achievement-oriented.In this
study, both the freshman advisor and student government candidate situations call
for qualities such as achievement and inteffigence.
The authors connect the negative attitude of the blind date situation to Asian
Americans' frustration. They suggest that the social area of interracial dating may be
a source of significant stress for Asian Americans. Thepositive stereotypes,
according to the authors, can also create unrealistic expectancies in interpersonal
interaction among Asian and White Americans. They further conclude that certain
positive stereotypes regarding Asian Americans perceived as possessing "reliability
and conscientiousness" can also create unrealistic expectancies in interpersonal
interaction among Asian Americans and White Americans. Thus, these positive
attitudes can also create problems related to the model minority myth (Sue &
Morishima, 1982).
The authors then assume that discrimination and intergroup conflicts might
come from intergroup attitudes, including stereotypes.36
The authors fully describe the research design, claiming that it can avoid
methodological problems of many other attitude measures. I think that many career
psychologists cannot agree upon the definition of the construct "attitude" used in
the study; therefore, it does not have the construct related validity.
Waxer (1996) studied and explored how cultural, family, and personal values
could influence life decision making in multicultural counseling. After citing
literature to acknowledge the importance of differences in cultural values as an area
of concern regarding multicultural counseling, the author stated that from his clinical
experiences in a general hospital in Toronto, Canada, he observed the constant
interaction of culture, family, and personal values as influences in a client's
perception of any given area of life decision making.
Two hundred and ninety students in an introductory psychology course
including 193 Canadians and 97 non-Canadians were asked to rate 20 life-decision
areas as most influenced by (a) personal values, (b) family values,and (c) cultural
values.
Results yielded no significant differences on the basis of gender for both
Canadians and non-Canadians. Family and personal values were not significantly
different between the Canadian and non-Canadian participants. However, the results
indicated that non-Canadians give more emphasis to cultural values than do
Canadians in their consideration of life decisions. Both groups ranked personal
values strongest, followed by family, then by cultural values as influences on their
decision-making. The author finally suggested that the findings of this study do37
indicate that cultural, family, and personal values are always interactive in the
judgment process of life decision making. He recommended future research to
consider the effect of acculturation on an individual over time because he believes
that the dynamics inherent in acculturation (e.g. Ivey, Ivey, & Simek-Morgan, 1993)
represent the most plausible answer to the significant difference regarding cultural
values between the two groups.
The author emphasized and explained the importance of acknowledging
cultural values in multicultural counseling. He assumed that culture, family, and
personal values interact with each other in a developmental and hierarchical manner.
He suggested that after general cultural differences failed to provide any meaningful
elucidation of a clients probIem, the counselor should go to the next logical level of
analysis that is, the family experience of the client.
Leong (1991) conducted a study aimed at examining differences in career
development attributes and occupational values between Asian American and White
American college students.
Regarding career intervention literature, the author used Fretz's (1981)
observation on the important impact of the differential attributes of clients on the
outcome of various career interventions to hypothesize that the influence of client
attribute-treatment-interactions (AT!) may be significantly important to the success
of providing career interventions to Asian Americans with their unique set of
cultural values and personality characteristics.38
Referring to Sue (1975) and Sue and Kirk (1973), the author confirmed that
besides some studies on the career behavior of Asian Americans primarily dealing
with vocational interest patterns, little or no research had been conducted on other
career attributes among this minority population.
The author used the Crites' (1978) Career Maturity Inventory; Harren's
(1978) Assessment of Career Decision Making: Style Subscale; Holland, Daiger,
and Power's (1980) My Vocational Situation; and Rosenberg's (1957) Occupations
and Values Scale. These measuring instruments were administered to 150 college
students consisting of 83 White Americans and 63 Asian Americans.
Asian Americans were found to have stronger preferences for dependent
decision-making styles and a lower level of career maturity. In regard to vocational
identity, there were no differences between the two groups. The findings also
indicated that Asian Americans exhibited greater emphasis on extrinsic and security
occupational value clusters than the White Americans.
The author concluded that career maturity and vocational identity may not
be identical constructs even though they are highly correlated (r = .69). He then
raised the issue of the quality of the measures. In regard to Asian Americans'
preference for a "dependent style" and lower tolerance of ambiguity, he explained
that these attributes might come from their culture's greater emphasis on a
collectivistic orientation in decision-making and a structured problem-solving style.
He also believed that Asian American emphasis on extrinsic and pragmatic
occupational values was interpreted as a way to deal with institutional racism.39
Finally, the author discussed the counseling and researchimplications of the
results. He proposed that a directive and structured approach to counseling maybe
more appropriate for Asian Americans.He then advised counselors to be sensitive to
Asian Americans' career choice as a more pragmatic task rather than a processof
implementing one's self-concept (Super, Starishevsky, Matlin, & Jordaan, 1963).He
also suggested that further research would be needed to investigatehow cultural
differences in these career attributes and occupational values actually interactwith
Asian Americans' career choice processes and outcomes.
The conclusions were first clearly stated in terms of differences between the
two groups in regard to dependent/independent decision-makingstyles, extrinsic/
intrinsic values, and security value. There were no cultural group differences related
to Vocational Identity. However, when the author used cultural andpolitical factors
e.g., collectivism, structured problem-solvingstyle, and institutional racism to argue
against a deficit model of Asian Americans with their "dependent style" and
"extrinsic occupational values," he seemed to lose his scientific objectivity as a
positivist quantitative researcher.
Kinzie, Manson, Do, Nguyen, Bui, and Than (1982) developed and validated
a Vietnamese language depression rating scale due to theirdissatisfaction with
available culturally inappropriate diagnostic tools.
The scale contained culturally consistent items describing the thoughts,
feelings, and behaviors of depressed individuals and items describing common
clinical characteristics of depressed Vietnamese patients.40
The authors cited previous studies (Marsella A., 1978;Singer K., 1975),
indicating that conceptualizing psychiatric disorder cross-culturally,especially
depression, is very difficult and complicated. Sometimes there appears to be no
semantic equivalent for the word "depression" in some cultural groups.(Tanaka-
Matsumi J., & Marsella A., 1976). They also stressed that Asian patients tend to
deny disphoric affects and stress somatization symptoms e.g., chest pains,
headaches, backache, etc. The existing instruments namely the Hamilton Rating
Scale for Depression, the Zung Self-Rating Depression Scale, and the Beck
Depression Inventory, according to the authors, seek active, self-declarative
statements, in contrast to the more reserved style of Asians.
Four Vietnamese mental health counselors were asked to generate words
that they believed were relevant to depression as a Vietnamese person might think,
feel, and behave. After that, a list of physical symptoms clinically associated with
depression and related to DSM-IlI diagnosis of affective disorder was presented to
them for consideration in regard to cultural appropriateness.
After a pretest was conducted to identiI potential problem areas and to
determine the most appropriate way to administer the scale, the preliminary 45-item
scale was given to 21 depressed Vietnamese patients and a matched community
sample of 44, recruited from the community at large by a non-randomized
multivariate matching technique.
Twenty-seven items differentiated the clinic group from the community
group at a highly statistically significant level (chi-square tests, p<.001). Onlyfour41
of these items, those describing psycho-physiological symptoms, werederived from
DSM-III criteria.
There are three classes of items in the Vietnamese Depression Scale:
Common symptoms of physical states associated with depression, symptoms related
to a depressed or sad mood, and symptoms seeminglyunrelated to either lowered
mood or the Western concept of depression.
In spite of the awkwardness of the translated English words from the
Vietnamese items, preliminary data analyses indicate the Vietnamese Depression
Scale is a sensitive diagnostic tool, capable of accurately and efficiently quantifying
symptomatic aspects of depression among the target population. It appeared that
cultural biases had been adequately accounted for in content as well as
administrative format and response-style of this instrument. Finally, the findings also
suggested that the meanings of particular Vietnamese thoughts, feelings, and
behaviors may be different from those of Americans. These meanings are
complicated, and cannot be adequately conceptualized apart from a broader
semantic network. Much more work remains to determine how the meanings of the
Vietnamese Depression Scale items interact with regard to the Vietnamese
depressive experience.
The research design had some weaknesses because the items were not totally
generated from Vietnamese. A list of depressive symptoms based on DSM-III
diagnosis of affective disorder was added. When the authors attempted to reduce the42
length of the instrument, claiming that it stifi maintained its original diagnostic
power, the method seemed to become subjectiveand arbitrary for the sake of
convenience and conciseness.
Summary of Related Research
All the studies I have reviewed are quantitative research emphasizing the
method of"scientific inquiry" (Guba, & Lincoln,1994). The authors are either White
Americans and/or Asian Americans. After many weeks of searching, I could only
find a few studies concerning counseling for Vietnamese. Among these studies, the
focus is more on the Amerasian Vietnamese (Bemark & Chung, 1997, 1998) who
have apparently drawn more attention from the American people possibly becauseof
their guilt feeling toward these abandoned Amerasians. Other studies are about
Asian Americans in general, and Chinese Americans in particular. Topics of those
studies, in my opinion, are politically driven. Leong, the author of severalstudies
and articles mentioned above (Leong, 1991, 1993, 1995, 1996a, 1996b, 1997),
appears to be theonlyresearcher who is very interested in career counseling for
Asian Americans. However, all of his studies were quantitative research, conducted
from a positivist viewpoint disregarding unobservable subjective meaning, resiliency,
and resistance of research participants.
The theoretical framework of the reviewed authors is usually derived from
learning and cognitive-behavioral theories, which places emphasis on the
mechanistic and deterministic aspects of human behaviors. I agree with Lather's43
(1986) statement: "Research paradigms inherently reflect our beliefs about the world
we live in and want to live in" (p. 259). Due to itsemphasis on the importance of
causality and observable data, this positivistic research paradigm tends to disregard
the holistic, organismic characteristics and free will of human beings. Agreeing with
Foucault's (1980) assertion that fact or truth is simply something "produced" by the
world where we live (p. 130) and Hesse's (1980) statement that "Facts are never
theory-independent" (p. 172), I think that the findings of these studies show only the
aspect of career counseling and Asian Americans as viewed through the positivistic
lens.
Questionable theoretical assumptions of the reviewed studies can be
synthesized as follows:
Human behavior is predictable, deterministic, and can be explained by the
stimulus-response model of behavior theory.
Psychological constructs such as "job satisfaction," "career maturity," "self,"
"ethnic identity," etc. can be universally understood and agreed upon by all people in
the field, and even by research subjects. Furthermore, these concepts are assumed to
be "scientifically" inferred from observable behaviors.
Human behavior can be "objectively" observed, examined, and studied by
unbiased researchers whose primary purpose is to increase human knowledge and
understanding of the educational and/or counseling issues.44
There is a complete separation between the researcher and theinvestigated
subject. Therefore, human subjects can be studied like physical objectsin "hard
science" with some modifications.
Language, thinking, behavior and other human cognitive as well as
emotional functions can be mechanistically separated, analyzed and studiedthe same
way as the components of a machineand/or a physical object.
I think that human answers and behaviors are more complicated than
sequences of stimuli and responses.Resistance, resiliency, and free will usually help
human beings transcend the deterministic law of inanimate objects torespond to the
same stimulus in different creative ways.Moreover, I personally believe in Gestalt
psychology with its emphasis on human wholeness as being more than anddifferent
from all the human functions combined.
As seen in the biases of several authors mentioned above, I believethat the
observer and/or analyzer always brings his/her subjectivity into the observation
and/or analysis process. The researcher is, in my opinion, always a participant
investigator (Lincoln, & Guba,1985).He/she can only limit his/her subjectivity toa
certain extent but never can he/she completely detach himself or herself from the
process of investigation. For example, selectionof research topics and related
reviewed literature is a very subjective process of the positivistic researcher.
I think that several studies (Kwan & Sodowsky, 1997; Waxer, 1996)
suffered from the fatal flaw of "internal validity" because we could point out that
there were alternative explanations as causality variables for their results.Validity in quantitative research is an argument. Content-related evidence is
probably the most confusing concept if we are not aware that validity does not only
reside in the instrument but also partly in the research participants who take the
tests. Due to human factors such as social stress, cultural differences, linguistic
ambiguity of English as a non-native language research subjects, the instruments
used in the reviewed studies are very limited in regard to content-related evidence.
A few studies (Farh, Leong, & Law, 1998; Leong, 1991; Leong & Scheller, 1997)
mentioned how the authors reestablished content-related evidence for instrument
validity concerning the new research participants. However, they did not explore the
cultural and linguistic influences when they applied instruments developed in the
United States to culturally different research subjects in various cultural contexts.
I particularly question the validity of psychological constructs and the
inferences from observable human behaviors in a cross-cultural setting. I think that
these constructs are "subjective", theory-laden, and culturally ambiguous. For
example, "job satisfaction" and/or "career maturity" may mean different things to
different people, especially in various cultures; the construct "self' does not even
exist in some Asian cultures. In spite of lengthy definitions and detailed
explanations, they remain the products of the theorist's subjective perception and
labeling of reality. The connections between observable behaviors and those
psychological constructs (inferences) can never be scientifically proven due to
confounding variables in educational and/or counseling setting. Consequently, these
constructs should be considered as opinions and/or discourses of thosepositivistic46
psychologists rather than "facts". Poststructuralists and postmodernists (Foucault,
1972, 1980; Lather, 1991, 1999) warned against discourses (psychological
constructs and labels), which might become powerful and even oppressive when
they were sanctioned by institutions.
These constructs and/or concepts are used to set up rules and instruments to
investigate educational and/or psychological realities. These rules are created by
people whose perception of reality is positivistic, analytical, and exclusive. From this
western positivistic point of view, human beings are usually perceived as the
combination of different separate aspects e.g. physical, socio-cultural, psychological
and spiritual. I think that the methodology of quantitative research seems to be more
appropriate for the study of the physical or biological aspects, less appropriate for
the socio-cultural aspect, and least appropriate for the psychological, linguistic and
spiritual aspects of human beings.
The methods of quantitative research applied in education and! or counseling
are derived from those initially created for physical sciences and other "hard
sciences" with the emphasis on causality and determinism. Variables of the
investigated objects can be manipulated and rearranged in laboratories to determine
causal relationships. Findings can be successfully generalized to obtain fairly good
predictable outcomes because physical objects can be manipulated in laboratories
and physical laws are usually deterministic in nature. Unfortunately, these methods
seem to be limited and sometimes even inappropriate when applied in social47
sciences, especially in education and/or counseling where human subjectivemeaning,
free will, resiliency, and resistance usually transcend determinism and observation.
The findings of the quantitative studies previously mentioned contribute to
the understanding of the objective and scientific aspects of career counseling
strategies, assessment, and the Vietnamese behavior in the process of
Americanization. However, they do not help me develop an insight into the
subjective refugee lived experiences of the Vietnamese. I strongly believe that we
need more qualitative research to understand how Vietnamese clients perceive,
understand, and experience the refugee condition and career issues as they relate to
psychological constructs such as career counseling relationship, self-concept,
decision-making, and job satisfaction. In-depth interviews with individual
Vietnamese clients will reveal their lived experiences, subjective feelings,
expectations, and needs related to career counseling theories and practice.
More than twenty years before he passed away, Rogers had informed other
counselors and psychologists about the lack of significant humanistically oriented
research. He again (1985) writing about a "more science of the person", reaffirmed,
"...that much of this research is based on an indwelling in the reality of each
participant, and that the researchers are personally committed to their studies in a
way that can only increase the dignity of all involved" (p. 22).
To conclude this chapter, Rogers' (1985) following remark in a "more
human science" again confirms my belief in the qualitative research approach:48
The Newtonian, mechanistic, reductionistic, linear cause-
effect, behaviorist view of science is not thrown out but it is seen as
simply one aspect of science, a perfectly good way of investigating
certain questions, but decidedly inappropriate for others. The
conventional view of science no longer reigns supreme...
Phenomenological studies, for example, are an excellent way of
investigating certain issues,...(pp. 12-13).49
CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY
My Research Biases
As an Asian American, I share a lot of concerns and passions with Afro
centric researchers regarding the issues of racism, exclusion, injustices, and
prejudices (Stanfield, 1994). Also, Freire (1973) inspires me with his compassion for
the oppressed and informs me of many issues related to oppression. I am impressed
with Scheurich and Young's (1997) profound analysis of different levels of racism,
especially the epistemological level that helps me question many American- Euro
centric assumptions in the light of Eastern civilization and culture. Furthermore, I
respect Lather and Smithies's (Lather, 1986; 1998; Lather & Smithies, 1997)
passion and anxiety about how to use their research as praxis to deal with injustices
and oppression without having to totalize, universalize, or monumentalize it as in
structuralist theories or even in Marxist ideology.
Although I learned a lot from Scheurich and Young's (1997) in-depth
analysis of diftèrent levels of racism, I do not agree with them on their total rejection
of foundationalism. It seems to me that they are still caught in the binary dilemma in
spite of their effort to move toward "chaos/freedom." I personally believe that any
epistemology that excludes another misses a part of social reality. Social relativism
excluding foundationalism, in my opinion, is absolutistic, not relative.
In spite of my anger and bitterness toward epistemological racism and my
suspicion of the rationality and objectivity assumptions of positivism, I stifi50
recognize, admire, and respect the scientific methodology inquiry that leads to the
amazing technological development in western civilization. This sentiment might
come from my eastern value of"compromising harmony"and my belief in the
Yin/Yang balance where the Yin and the Yang are mutually complementary rather
than competitively exclusive. Each may be better or more relevant than the other in
a particular place, at a particular time or for a particular purpose.
Having analyzed different ethical perspectives in regard to critical research
methodology and my subjective values related to ethical decision making (Suzuki &
Higgins, class discussion, winter term 1999), I decided to employ phenomenological
research (Moustakas, 1994; Schwandt, 1994; Van Manen, 1990) because my inquiry
aims at understanding and reconstructing the lived experiences of Vietnamese
refugees in the United States. I want to know and reflect on what it means for us as
Vietnamese refugees to live and work in this new society.
Since I am interested in the meanings and the essence of those lived
experiences, I concur with Moustakas' (1994) remark about phenomenology:
The noesis and noema refer to meanings. When we look at
something, what we see intuitively constitutes its meaning. When we
reflect upon something and arrive at its essence, we have discovered
another major component of meaning... Thus the Husserlian 'back to
things themselves' is a way of emphasizing knowledge that is rooted
in meanings rather than in an analysis of physical objects (p.70).
I also agree with Van Kaam (1966) that a positivistic experimental design
"may distort rather than disclose a given behavior through an imposition of
restricted theoretical constructs on the full meaning and richness of human behavior"51
(p. 14).When I reflect on and/or interpret the participants' lived experience, I have
to use my consciousness with its intentionality to attain the essence of the refugee
experience. Guba and Lincoln (1998) illustrated this research approach:
The hermeneutical condition is a fact of human existence, and
philosophical hermeneutics is concerned with a phenomenological
(i.e., existential) explication of Dasein (condition of existence or
being-in-the-world). The hermeneutical circle here is an 'ontological
condition of understanding; [it] proceeds from a communality that
binds us to tradition in general and that of our object of interpretation
in particular; [it] provides the link between finality and universality,
and between theory and praxis' (Bleicher, 1980, p.26'7; emphasis
added) (pp. 227-228).
In this research tradition, I am always aware of Greenberg's (1994) ethical
dilemma between the Other and the I. Dykeman (1993) suggests using Levinas'
concept of the exteriority of "the shaper" of prethematic experience rather than the
noesis-noema structure of intentionality in Husserl's phenomenology to solve this
ethical dilemma. Due to this intentionality of consciousness, I also believe that "The
noema is never independent from the noesis." However, I do not agree with Levinas'
binary well expressed by Dykeman, "In every moment I act as a researcher, I can act
either to reduce the Other to a servant of my own needs (narcissistic or political) or
to empty myself and take on the Other's needs as my own"(1993, p. 13).
From my Buddhist belief, the duality between the I and the Other does not
necessarily exist. As a participant researcher, I am neither completely self-centered
nor completely other-oriented because of my belief in the interconnectedness and
interdependence between the Other and the I.52
I do not believe that we can attain and/or obtain complete reality as long as
we are still being-in-the-world due to ourlinguisticality and historicality limitations.
However, I believe that there are partial truths in various epistemologies, which
should be complementary to one another rather than exclusive from one another.
The thesis, antithesis, and synthesis in Hegel' s dialectic logic are all true and
necessary elements of an evolutionary changing reality in space andtime. This study
therefore, only reflects one aspect of the Vietnamese refugee experience. A
quotation from Hudak (1998) seems appropriate to conclude this portion.
Love and liberation from suffering lie in a realm beyond
language; they are directly experienced and immediate -- not
concepts... There is more to the universe than can be captured in
conceptual, intellectual understanding.. .particularly regarding the
politics connected with "turf issues." Challenge someone's
epistemology, ideology, or words, and there are likely to be sparks
flying, even if the challenges are initially intended to be helpful...
When we are seduced by our own words, we hear what we want to
hear and see what we want to see; reality is in our heads(pp. 44-45).
Conceptual Framework of the Model (Phenomenological Research)
Originally, the phenomeno logical approach was a movement in Europe. It
challenged the dominant positivistic epistemology in regard to the investigation of
social reality and human experience of meaning. Van Manen (1990) defines
phenomenology: "Phenomenology is the study of the lifeworld--the world as we
immediately experience it pre-reflectively rather than as we conceptualize,
categorize, or reflect on it (Husserl, 1970; Schutz & Luckman, 1973)" (p.9).
According to Husserl (1970), "Verstehen" (understanding) is the process by which53
we grasp intersubjective common meanings and symbolizing activities in social life.
This experience is natural and original, without being tainted by preconceived
theoretical reflection. Husserl suggested using "bracketing" to study the essence of
life world. "Bracketing" is described as the act of suspending our ready-made
assumptions and beliefs about what reality is in order to originally and directly focus,
perceive and experience the lifeworid as it is. Husserl used the word "Epoche" to
describe the freedom from suppositions, prejudgments, biases, and preconceived
ideas about things (Moustakas, 1994).
Phenomenologists believe in the accessibility of the basic essence of the
natural world through phenomenological intuition (Levinas, 1967). Van Manen
(1990) clarified, "In Husserl's writings (1913/1982) 'essence' often refers to the
whatness of things, as opposed to their thatness (i.e. their existence)" (p.1 77).
Referring to essence as the "concatenation of appearances," Sartre (1965)
explained, "The essence finally is radically severed from the individual appearance
which manifests it, since on principle it is that which must be able to be manifested
in an infinite series of individual manifestations" (p. xlviii). Merleau-Ponty (1962, p.
vii) also asserted, "Phenomenology is the study of essence." Moustakas (1994, p.51)
further illustrated this important element of phenomenological research, "The
ultimate in understanding experience is a knowledge of essences. In appearance,
'stripped of all that is foreign to their appearing,' essence can be found (Lauer,
1967, p.154). The essences of experience are the invariant meanings".54
Another important construct of phenomenology is the principle of
"intentionality." Consciousness, according to Husserl, is always consciousness of
something. This construct emphasizes the inseparable, non-dualistic relation
between human beings and their life world. Van Manen (1990, P. 5) explained,
"And since to know the world is profoundly to be in the world in a certain way, the
act of researching-questioning-theorizing is the intentional act of attaching ourselves
to the world, to become more fully part of it, or better, to become the world.
Phenomeno logy calls this inseparable connection to the world the principle of
'intentionality"
Based on Gurwitsch's (1967) ideas, Moustakas further clarified this
essential construct of phenomenology:
Every intentionality is comprised of a noema and noesis. The
noema is not the real object but the phenomenon, not the tree but the
appearance of the tree. The object that appears in perception varies
in term of when it is perceived, from what angle, with what
background of experience, with what orientation of wishing, willing,
or judging, always from the vantage point of a perceiving individual
(1994, p.29).
"Intersubjectivity" and "empathy" are two other essential constructs in
phenomenological research. Regarding "intersubjectivity," Husserl (1977, p. 91)
asserted, "I experience the world (including others) and, according to its experiential
sense, not as (so to speak) my private synthetic formation but as other than my
alone (mir Frende), as an intersubjective world, actually there for everyone,
accessible in respect of its Objects to everyone"55
The phenomenologist therefore, is not an idealist preoccupied onlywith his
or her subjective world of ideas.Instead, he or she always intends to reach out to
the Other in the intersubjective world. He or she employs "pairing" and"empathy"
to access the Other. Moustakas (1994) explained,"Pairing is the way in which I
experience someone else. In 'pairing' the Other is within me and I within the Other.
My existence and the Other's existence are copresent in intentional communion"
(p. 37). He also clarified the concept of"empathy" in phenomenological research,
"The method through which the Other becomes accessible to me is that of empathy,
a thereness-for-me of others. Empathy is anintentional category compromising my
experience of others' experience (Lauer, 1967, p. 172)" (1994, p. 37). This
construct of empathy has also been widely applied in counseling and psychotherapy
(Ridley, & Lingle, 1996; Roger, 1957; Szacz, & Laing, 1985; Yalom, 1980).
Methodology
The Research Ouestion
Van Manen (1990) recommended using personal experience as a starting
point. Therefore, I chose to look back to my original cultural background and the
Americanization process throughout my life both in Vietnam and in the United
States. I used my journals and described my personal lived experience as a
Vietnamese refugee as a separate text from those of the participants. The detailed
self.disclosure chapter is aimed at giving the reader the biases I broughtintothe
research process. On the other hand,italso explained how I "bracketed" the56
research question. Moustakas clarified, "In phenomenologicalresearch, the question
grows out of an intense interest in aparticular problem or topic. The researcher's
excitement and curiosity inspire the research. Personal history bringsthe core of the
problem into focus" (1994, p. 104).
Van Manen also asserted, "A phenomenological question must notonly be
made clear, understood, but also lived by the researcher" (1990, p.44).I myself had
concerned, asked, and reflected for years on this question: "Whatdoes it mean to
me as a Vietnamese refugee livingand working in the United States?" In terms of
phenomenological methodology, I needed to make explicit my pre-understandings,
values, beliefs, biases, and theoretical assumptions to learn and grasp the
significance of the essence of the refugee experiences from the participants.
Concurring with Gadamer's suggestion that "the essence of the question is the
opening up, of possibilities" (1975, p.266), I formulated the data acquisition
questions in such a way that they were open-ended as much as possible.
Inte'iewing (Data Collection)
During the research process, I employed Epoche, Phenomenological
Reduction, Imaginative Variation, and Synthesis of Composite Textural and
Composite Structural Descriptions suggested by Moustakas (1994) as guidelines to
collect, describe, and reflect on the data.
I was constantly aware of the construct"Epoche"of phenomenology, trying
to set aside prejudgments and open my interviews with anunbiased and receptive57
presence. Moustakas (1994) explained, "The challenge of the Epoche is to be
transparent to ourselves, to allow whatever is before us in consciousness to disclose
itself so that we may see with new eyes in a naïve and completely open manner"
(p. 86). When I interviewed the participants, I asked them to stay close to
experience as lived. I reminded them to use concrete examples and suggested to
them to think about a specffic instance or event. I then encouraged them to explore
the whole experience to the fullest (Van Manen, 1990). I had some difficulties with
Sang in terms of facilitating him to gather his recollections and express his
experiences, especially when there was a block. However, I tried to sustain my
attention, concentration, and presence while respecting his style of sharing as much
as possible so that I could get his fresh and spontaneous lived experiences in his
unique way of answering. In the second interview, besides checking with the
participants for accuracy and authenticity of their stories, I focused more on the
participants' reflection on the transcription rather than on further gathering of lived
experience material.
I was acutely aware of the ethical aspects of the nature of this inquiry as
Guba and Lincoln (1998, p. 215) warned, "However, the close personal interactions
required by the methodology may produce special and often sticky problems of
confidentiality and anonymity, as well as other interpersonal difficulties." I told the
participants that I would keep confidentiality and use pseudo-names instead of their
real names. They were informed that the audio tapes would be destroyed after the
dissertation is defended. I also explained to them that "intense conversational58
interviews may lead to new levels of self-awareness, possible changes inlife-style,
and shifting priorities of living" (Van Manen, 1990; pp.162-163).
In light of the phenomenological research approach, I used empathy and
open- ended questions to explore with eachparticipant his or her lived experiences.
I assumed that I could not use any ready-made theories and/or my frameof
reference to understand the subjective reality of the participants. However, I
believed that there was a sense of co-dependency and co-rising between the
participants and me which is similar to Husserl' s concept of intersubjectivity.
During the process of collecting and organizing data, I closely paid attention
to the suggestions of Lincoln and Guba (1985), regarding thetrustworthiness
criteria of credibility (internal validity), transferability (external validity),
dependability (reliability), and confrmability (objectivity). I also agreed with Van
Manen (1990, p.1 7) that "human science strives for precision and exactness by
aiming for interpretive descriptions that exact fullness and completeness of detail,
and that explore to a degree of perfection the fundamental nature of the notion being
addressed in the text." In that regard, I tried to empathetically understand and
describe the participants' lived experiences while remaining faithful to those
experiences. On the other hand, I had to be as perceptive and insightful as I could be
in order to interpret those experiences in their full richness and their greatest depth
as Guba and Lincoln stated, "Hence to judge an interpretation, we might usecriteria
such as thoroughness, coherence, comprehensiveness, and so forth, and ask whether
the interpretation is useful, worthy of adoption, and so on" (1998, p.229).59
Description of the Data
Concurring with Moustakas' statement that "Phenomenological Reduction is
not only a way of seeing but a way of listening with a consciousand deliberate
intention of opening ourselves to phenomena as phenomena, in their own right,with
their own textures and meanings" (1994, p. 92), I used bracketing to get "to the
things themselves" while focusing on explicating the essential nature of the refugee
experience. I disregarded the participants' statements irrelevant to my research
question and interest while concentrating on the construction of a complete textural
description of the experience. I also employed the three approaches (Wholistic or
sententious; selective or highlighting; detailed or line-by-line) suggested by Van
Manen (1990) to uncover the themes before I composed individual as well as
composite textural descriptions of the participants.
Reflection on the Data
I used Imaginative Variation to describe the essential structures of the
refugee experience in the Reflection Chapter. Moustakas (1994, p. 99) explained
this process: "The Imaginative process includes a reflective phase in which many
possibilities are examined and explicated reflectively. Free imaginative fancy is
coupled with reflective explication giving body, detail, and descriptive fullness to the
search for essences." Later, he further illustrated: "The clustered themes and
meanings are used to develop the textural descriptionsofthe experience. From the
textural descriptions, structural descriptions and an integration of textures and60
structures into the meanings and essences of thephenomenon are constructed"
(1994, pp. 118-119).
Since "the purpose of hermeneutic phenomenologicalreflection is to try to
grasp the essential meaning of theexperience" (Van Manen, 1990, p.'77), I worked
intensely at clariIring and reflecting on the data to develop an insightinto the
essence of being a Vietnameserefugee living and working in the United States.
Meaning is always multi-dimensional and multi-layered, and the meaning or essence
of an experience or phenomenon is never simple. Van Manen (1990)explained,
"Reflecting on lived experience then becomes reflectively analyzing thestructural or
thematic aspects of that experience" (p. 78). I employed my empathetic
understanding and a non-judgmental seeing into the structures of the experience to
organize meaning units, structures of meaning, or themes into Composite Structural
Descriptions and/or universal themes i. e. time, space, relationship to self and to
others, bodily concerns (Moustakas, 1994, p. 181).
Pertaining to structural descriptions and reflection on the data, I followed
Van Manen's recommendation "that one'sownexperiences are the possible
experiences of others and also that the experiences of others are the possible
experiences of oneself. Phenomenology always addresses any phenomenon as a
possible human experience. It is in this sense that phenomenological descriptions
have a universal (intersubjective) character" (1990, p. 58).
Using my intuition and creativity to enhance and enrich the reflection on the
participants' experiences, I looked for the essence of the meaning of those61
experiences and then interpreted them from my biased lens inthe reflection (data
analysis) chapter. I strove to have my writing be consistent withthe data I collected
so that my interpretation of theparticipants' lived experiences could be plausible.
Following the tradition of phenomenology, I employed the combinationof the
thematic and existential approaches suggested by Van Manen (1990) tostructurally
describe the data because they are suitable to my interest in themes and
existentialism.
Due to my interest in how the participants understood some specific western
career counseling constructs, I went beyondphenomenology, adding a professional
reflection (interpretation) in which I used career counseling related literature and my
professional experience to make sense out of the participants' lived experiences.
This portion reflected my belief in the complimentary contribution and combination
of several qualitative research approaches, as Bogdan and Bilden (1998) clarified,
"Some researchers attempt to do 'immaculate phenomenological description'; others
show less concern and attempt to build abstractions by interpreting from the data on
'their point of view.' Whatever one's position, qualitative analysis has to be self-
conscious in regard to this theoretical and methodological issue" (p.2'1).62
CHAPTER 4: RESULTS
(THE PARTICIPANTS AND THE DATA)
"Giorgi (1985) outlined two descriptive levels of phenomenological
research: Level I, the original data (naïve and general description) obtained from the
interviews and Level II, the researcher's reflective analysis and interpretation of the
original data. Regarding Giorgi's Level I, the original data, I carefully selected a lot
of direct quotations of the three participants to texturally describe their lived
experiences with little explanation or interpretation in this data description chapter. I
tried to suspend my prejudgment, using Epoche and "bracketing" to be able to
perceive fresh and new aspects of the refugee experience from the participants.
However, as Heidegger (1962, p.37) clarified, "The meaning of phenomenological
description as a method lies in interpretation," I was well aware that the questions to
illicit their shared experiences and the organization of the themes were strongly
influenced by my research interest and my phenomenological biases. In addition, I
agreed with Borgdan and Biklen (1998, p. 24) that "reality comes to be understood
to human beings only in the form in which it is perceived;" therefore, I could only
write in this dissertation what I perceived from the participants' stories. In spite of
the participants' approval for and acceptance of the accuracy and authenticity of
their stories and quotations, the language I used in this chapter nevertheless, was
biased toward my motivation and intention to know and to appropriately
communicate in the academic format to the members in my doctoral committee.63
The Participants
The three participants were selected from among the first generation
refugees in the Vietnamese community. They all graduated from American
Universities and successfully worked in professional careers. I conducted the
interviews in English because they all felt comfortable sharing their lived experiences
in English. It is important to note here that during the interview process, I later
found out that they all were married to a Caucasian spouse. The following stories
that I wrote were checked and approved for authenticity and accuracy by eachof
the respective participants. I used pseudonyms to protect their confidentiality.
Cao, the Peacemaker
Cao came to the United States as a refugee at the age of twelve. He was the
youngest male child in the family. His Catholic family proudly put a lotof
expectation in him and wanted him to become a priest. When he was in priesthood
training, he decided to get out of it and pursue another career. It was a very difficult
decision for him because he knew that his family was disappointed and hurt. Another
important decision he made against the family's wifi and advice was the decision to
get married to his wife, a Caucasian girl. It was also a struggle forhim. Regarding
these two important painful decisions, Cao had to find a way to make "peace" with
his family after deciding to use individual freedom to get what were really important
and meaningful to him in life. Cao shared how hard it was for him to decide without
the support of his family:64
When I went to my college in a seminary and studied to
become a priest and I think some of that was... I feel pressure from
my family, my parents... especially my parentswho have Catholic
background... You know because I felt a lot of pressure.. .They want
me to become a priest.. .You know, and yet Ididn't want... with my
fourth year, during my fourth year, I was still searching for vocation,
so I told them at the end of my fourth year, youknow, I want to take
sometime off, I don't want to go on to theology right away. . . . If I
am married, if! become miserable, it's mychoice, I wouldn't blame it
on them... Say if! look back, if! was to goall the way and became a
priest and then be unhappy about it. That was the most devastating...
I think it was difficult. It was things that I was struggling because
when! made the decision and let them know, it's just like I broke... I
broke a vow.
Cao always sees himself as a peacemaker, trying to work for the better
understanding, reconciliation, and harmony between his wife and his family in
particular, then between American culture and Vietnamese culture in general. He
explained:
I feel myself being an ambassador for both sides. I help my
wife understand why my parents are thinking the way they are
thinking and so and so it is really interesting and they eventually
become closer and closer, you know, and even right now my parents
really love and support my wife and their grand kids. They always
have...but I think that's culture clash... I feel happy in many ways
because personally i, you know, I see myself as a peacemaker. I like,
I want people to be happy when they're together, especially family
members and I feel I have done, you know, I feel I'm a good
ambassador because I bring them closer.
This role as a peacemaker is sometimes very difficult for Cao to achieve. He
confessed:
I think that you know, being a minority working in the U.S., I
feel like I have a mission. I feel like I... I want to... because I said
my personality, I'm a peace-maker, I want to seethings to get better
and I feel like being a minority, I feel like I almost... I work like
almost double, triple. I have to work harder not just for myself but65
for the community at large and also the community, the Asian
community you know, specifically and also the community at large.
Despite his effort to work "almost double, triple", Cao understands that the
stereotype of the Asian model minority creates many disadvantages anddifficulties
for Asians who cannot live up to that expectation. He stated:
The mainstream people don't look at this issue. I think that
there's still the assumption that you know, you are Asians, you are
doing well in schools according to statistics... model minority. There
are a lot of that assumption. I think, I think thatit's not in a naïve
way. I think that some of people in the decisionmaking, politicians,
they know this problem but there is less tolerance of looking into the
issue...
Regarding the refugee experience, Cao describes his healthy coping skills as
being able to move beyond the insensitivity and prejudices of White Americans. He
also uses "rationalization" to feel better when getting concrete racist remarks from
Caucasian individuals with "problems." He shared his experience of discrimination
and how he dealt with it:
When I look at it and being a Vietnamese, I feel like I'm
being...I'm not a member in the society, first I look at it differently
because I could see discrimination. I let all those block my mind and
sometimes I become defensive .. .For instance, if I'm walking down
the street and somebody who is bigoted who says, you know, says,
"Go back to your country!" Certainly for me, it brings the
defensiveness out of me, first I feel angry and then I feel like I want
to do something like revenge... Right now, you know I don't allow
that to hurt my feeling anymore... I would rationalize that may be
that person, that person doesn't understand, you know, what other
cultures.. .In my mind, when I rationalize that when a person says
something I kind of analyze it, "Why is that person says something
like that out of the blue?"... I analyze and I move on.66
After he graduated, Cao took a year off to work in a parish. He also was
involved in many volunteer activities in his church community. He first worked for a
public school as an educational assistant. During this time, he got his certificate to
work as a travel agent and then he got into real estate for a short period of time.
After that, he was offered a job as social worker, working with children and families
at a religious charity organization. He worked there for a numberof years before he
became a youth counselor. Cao talked about his career development in his own
words:
I took a year off after my undergraduate to work in a parish,
also helping out in my church community. Always, that's was a very
rich investment in spirituality for me those four years... and then I
work in the school setting, beginning to work with kids a lot more.
You know, I always involved in... when I was even in high school or
in colleges, I always volunteered... I think about being a financial
planner, being a real estate, maldng a lot of money. You know, I
could do that you know, I went to a travel agency, I... I did that. I
went to travel agency and I got my certificate, being a travel agent
and I did that for six months and also I was working for school. I
was kind of juggling career. I like but somehowdrawing back about
working with people. I went into being a real estate. It wasn't
satisfying... So I went back.. and so I decided to go back to the
school of social work.
Cao lives with his wife and three young children ranging from five to ten
years old. He is now working as a youth counselor and he likeshis job very much.
Cao enjoys making a difference in his juvenile clients' lifestyles. He explained:
Uh, I think that things that have been keeping me going,
getting up in the morning and wanting to go to work is that when I
feel you know, I make a difference in the kids' lives whether to get
that kid back to school and maintain that kid in... or whether to
make some sense in that kid's life style. Whether he was a gang and67
now he, you know, he's walking onthe right track. Those are
rewarding things...
Persistently and dedicatedly playing the role of thepeacemaker, Cao
sometimes feels tired and frustrated because mainstreampeople cannot understand
his culture and his people. He stated:
I think, I feel frustrated at times because I feel thatsometimes
I have to continue to educate attorneys, to educate thelaw
enforcement people because when it comes to cultural issues, it
seems there is a lack of understanding...I feel like I don't have to
play that role. I feel that something it needs to be equallyunderstood
just like the way I look at Caucasians that I understand when they are
saying something or I'm able to level heck and express how and what
I see in them and help them like I've been doing with my clients with
the families.
As a non-native minority professional in the U.S., Cao persistentlyworked
very hard to fuffill his impossible mission ofmaking peace for the two cultures. He
succinctly summarized his working experience in the following statement:
Being a minority working in the U.S., I feel like I have a
mission. I feel like I... I want to... because I said my personality, I'm
a peace-maker, I want to see things to getbetter...I feel like I'm in
the middle and on both sides, you see and... and I feel J can function
on both sides of the fence because if I'm justworking with
mainstream Caucasian clients as good as any counselors or my co-
workers. I am on the other side of the fence; I can function at my
community or more so. And so I feel as a minority, I need to work
harder because from that aspect... because I almost have a mission...
Sometimes I feel pressured and sometimes I feel that that still I'm not
being heard.
Nga. the Substitute Mother
Nga came to the U.S. in 1983 as one of the boat people. She joined half of
her family members who had come before her. During their first seven years in68
America, she tried to arrange for her brothers and sisters to stay together in one
home where they supported each other as if they were still in Vietnam.Besides
taking care of her four- year-old daughter, Nga acted as a substitute mother forher
younger siblings, maintaining the whole familytogether as an indivisible unit. Nga
and one of her sisters were working to support the family while their younger
siblings went to school.
Nga shared her role change in the society and how she tried to maintain the
unity and support of her family during their first days in the new land in the
following vivid paragraph:
It was difficult. So I worked two jobs and my other sister
worked two jobs so we can rent a place big enough for all 12 of us
together... And so it was, it was so hard to find a place big enough
that's affordable and still able to have enough money to spend for all
the things that you need during the month. ... I remember that I
worked two jobs and I hardly had time for my daughter who was
very young at that time, but I was so happy to have allof us together
as we used to be in Vietnam... Once we have to write aletter home,
to my mom... and describe the life that we have here and how we
feel each one of us and I would have to be the one that write that.
She then illustrated how difficult it was for her to be in that new role:
Hard! It's such a job... such a job. They all look up to me to
get advice and they all asked me what to do. And on top of that, I
have to make sure that they have everything that they need... And
understand in the year that I came was the depression year too,
economic was very difficult... My brothers and sisters offer to work
part-time so that they can chip in with all the needs in the family. But
I told them, "No." I don't need their help, that's why I got the
second job so did my other sister... And my father also said to all of
them that since I sacrificed that for them. Their time would be to
concentrate in school.69
Nga worked as an assembler and she felt very depressed duringthat time.
However, she understood that she needed that job to provide financial support to
her family. With a degree in journalism from Saigon University, She did nothave an
opportunity to get a job in her field. "Demeaning" and "degrading" are words she
repeated several times, referring to the manual jobs she had to take to survive. She
clarified, "When people talk to you they don't look at you in the eyes and instead of
saying just in a normal way as you talk to another Caucasian. They shorten, their...
their sentence, they use simple language and they use hand gestures and just the
demeanor of asking and looking at you and constantly asking you, 'You know what
I mean? You know what I mean?"
After three months working there, she applied for and luckily got a new job
as campus manager at a small privatecollege in Pennsylvania. She stifi felt very
angry, frustrated and resentful regarding the "disguisedracist" behavior of the
"educated people" in that setting. She did not think and feel that they treated her
equally in comparison with other Caucasian campus managers.
During this time, she wentbackto schooland tookone ortwocoursesat a
time until she moved to the West Coast in 1990 against her father's advice. She
continued to go to college on a part time basis, exploring several majors including
sociology and accounting. On the West Coast, she worked as an educational
assistant (teacher aid) for an E.S.L. (English as a Second Language) program of a
public school where she was promoted to "resource specialist" and then "certified
teacher." The promotions occurred after each of Nga's academic achievements to70
qualify her for those positions. She has earned a teaching certificate and a master
degree in Education from an accredited US institution on the West Coast.
Nga is now living with her nuclear family including her 21-year-old daughter
and her second Caucasian husband. Every week, she spends about five to ten hours
talking on long distance telephone with her extended family on the East Coast. She
seems to be happy, confident, and satisfied withher current teaching career and
family (both nuclear and extended). However, from time to time, she still has to deal
with Caucasian colleagues who want to exert power and discrimination against her.
Nga usually employs confrontation, direct comments, and assertiveness to
correct her colleagues' insensitive, prejudiced, and even racist remarks andattitudes.
She believes that some Caucasians need those hard lessons to change and she feels
that her indignant righteousness can be justified.
As a teacher working in the United States, Nga still does not feel like she is
being included. She confessed: "Like it or not, whether I'm content now with my
job and my position, and the life that I have here, I have to be honest to say that I
feel like I am a person of no country, no, I don't belong,Istill feel that I don't
belong..." Then she went on illustrating her experience:
Now for example, if there's a discipline problem in the
school, and only a couple of kids in ESL ... were the cause of it and
when we talked at the faculty meeting about that and if! had some
say and remind people that one or two kids was only less than one
percent... of the population then automatically not that I feel but
they would jump the band wagon and say that I argue for that
because I am a person of color, and I'm protecting the ESL kids and
they refuse to see reasons.. .So at that point, I have to be assertive
and I have to let them know and accept the fact that, "Yes, I'm a71
minority; I'm not one of you, and I'm speaking from experience and I
want you to be aware of your unconscious prejudice." Because of
that, it's not me who did not see it but it is them who came across as
being prejudiced. That set me apart and put me in an adversarial
position with them.
Nga finds her job meaningful in helping her ESL students to learn and to
grow. She said:
I enjoy coming to my class and see the kids moaning and
groaning complaining about, 'Do we have to write again? Do we
have to read again?' And as I begin my lesson and go into step by
step and give them some lecture, explain stories and then suddenly I
see that they jump into it and there is no, no more complaints, and
that the product of their works... proves that what strategies that I
use really work, and I inspire them to do that.
She later confirmed how it meant to her: "In my job right now, my students
learn, study, show the results and that, that makes me really happy because I fulfill
my duty."
Nga made two important decisions in her life against the wish of her family.
When she decided to get married at an early age, she did not get the support from
her family and she shared that experience:
It was heart breaking. They made very difficult, they made it
very difficult for me, their position was this, "If I got married, then I
will no longer be considered part of the family, they will not be
responsible for me anymore." And that, I had but one choice to make
and I think at that time, some kind of independence streak in me was
stronger than my need to feel that I was loved and close to my
family, and I also felt despair, too.
Nga did have a very uncomfortable feeling of "regret" toward her father in
regard to that decision. She explained:72
But when my father escaped from jail, from concentration
camp, he came home and I was older then, but the shock that he
faced that I had a daughter. I think just looking at his face made me
feel more regretful than ever... I felt, I don't want to say I felt guilty
but I regret that he wasn't there for me to talk to him and came to
him... And so the regret is stamped from the fact that he wasn't
there, and the shock that he faced was just too much for me and I
regret the time, regret at the time that we could not be together at
the critical, critical point of my life.
I would like to conclude this part with Nga's summary of her own refugee
and/or minority lived experience in this country.
An enlightened experience! Ranging from feeling inadequate,
inferior, helpless to feeling, to feeling.., content and understand more
about how to deal with people in terms of prejudice, differential
treatment, and respect. I would say that the longer you live in this
country, the more you understand about the culture and the better
you feel about how to effectively deal with people.
Sang, the Interpreter
Sang came to the United States at the age of fifteen as a refugee with his
parents. Since he is the second oldest son in his family, he is expected to help his
family and younger siblings. He tried very hard to learn English with the awareness
that both his disabled father and his mother could not learn the new language as well
as he. As he learned more English, Sang could communicate with other people and
felt being in more control of the environment. He clarified, "Well, you feel
somewhat in control of the situation when talking to, you know, to other people...
you understand the place where you live more and you feel more comfortable."73
Sang was not very comfortable playing the role of the interpreterfor his
parents in spite of the fact that he spoke English betterthan anybody else in his
family. He shared this uneasy experience in his own words:
I am the one that could understand English more than any of
them in the family, and so, so actually I end up doing a lot of works,
a lot of talking with others, you know,White people, with other
English speaking people, I got to interpret, translate what other's
talking about... Well I didn't really like to do that at all because I
wasn't really fluent with English at that time I did what I could, given
nobody else around understand more than I do so... It was hard, so I
mean even though I... I can speak English a lotbetter and
understand a lot better, I still somewhat feel uncomfortable with
English anyway so, just that because, you know, it's a second
language.
Besides his preoccupation with the issue of losing control due to his inability
to communicate and/or language barrier, Sang also seems to beworried about his
parents' loss of control over "individualism." He explained, "I think that they don't
like that (individualism) at all because they lose control of their children and
basically they will not, the children will not listen to them if they don't think our,
our... what ask of them is right for them." He also describedhis feelings toward his
family: "I mean ....It's familyand I personally I liketobearound with family.Well,
for me occasionally you... disagree and start fighting and like other than that if we
learn how to live, get along, it's just actually a lot better to be together than, you
know, separate."
Sang then talked about his feeling of being torn between the two cultures:
I don't know, I think you know where the Vietnamese
culture is that you were told to when you're grown up, you make
money and you help your family, you give them what you can give,74
you try to take care of the parents. Buthere in America you don't
have to do all that. It's nice that you can help them out... but, I
don't, I don't believe in that concept... You know, my parents
they're still young, they can take care of themselves so if they turn
around make me feel bad, not helping out with money stuff, just
because they raised me up and expect me to pay back, I think...
that's the Vietnamese culture but you know, living in the US is
already hard, I mean you got to take care of yourself
Sang made one important decision against the advice of his family when he
decided to get married to his Caucasian wife while he was still going to school. He
illustrated this experience:
It was... diflicult but you know, individuality kicked in so
I got friends but again you know, I am a quiet person and I do things
on my own so I don't usually ask for a whole lot ofadvice from
anybody. I just do things that I think it's right and I do it whatever I
feel like to...I mean you know, there's a destiny if you choose this
path. I mean I choose this path that leads me to this current situation.
It's O.K. It can be different ill would have chosen different paths
and so I mean it's my experience that you have to learn to live with. I
could have gone to school straight, four years in school and you
know, right at that time and I would have a different career path.
May be I wouldn't be working with the company I'm working now.
So it's just, you know, the decision you made leads you to wherever
you are right now and that's part of life.
Sang is now living with his Caucasian wife and three children ranging from
three to eight years of age. It took Sang and his wife a long time to culturally adjust
to each other. He explained: "she's a Caucasian. She's not Vietnamese so... (long
silence). I mean, it takes her a long time also to learn the culture I grew up so she
can get along with me."75
As a refugee in the United States, Sang has been continuouslystruggling to
overcome the language barrier. Hedescribed the refugee experience in his own
words:
It was... It was hard. It was a good experience and it takes a
lot of efforts, and ... and to become successful. There are difficult
times until today to know the culture and due to the language
basically...the language, second language basically and how the
system works, basically a whole lot.
(long silence) At times you do feel that that you're biased
against... I mean "discriminated." You know (long silence) English is
a big part of it. You are not fluent withEnglish. You don't speak
well or understand well and it is very hard for me to be successful in
the U. S. and often other people use it against you.
Regarding his career development, Sang got several jobs before he became
an engineer. Sang started to work part time when he wasstill a high school student.
He then got an assembly job at an electronic company while attending college. When
he finished college, he was hired as a test technician at an electronic company. He
then was promoted to a better position called NPI (new product introduction)
technician working along with professional engineers to create new products. With
his experience and expertise, Sang was later offered a test engineering position at
another division of the company, even though he did not have a four-year
engineering degree yet. He continued to go to school in the evening until he finally
graduated from an accredited engineering program in 1998. Sang was persistently
struggling through college while working full time to financially support his wife and
two children. He illustrated:
And, and so, let say I got the second child in '95 which means
by the time I transferred to (name of the university) in '95, I mean I76
got another two years to finish and that time I got two kids now, and
so you know, I got more pressure from my wife that ... saying, "Oh,
you're not going to finish school, something will take you forever
and you're never going to have time to spend with your kids and
stuff." But so that time I decided to, I told her, "I would take a lot of
classes and finished it early which I did"...It was hard, I mean I
took... before that I usually take one class at a time so that's why it
took me forever since '88 until '95 just to finish the first two years
but I... you know in 1995, I decided to finish it early.., as soon as I
can, so I started taking a lot of classes which is two classes a term or
there's many times I took three classes a term which means, you
know, I was never home, I, you know, I went to work, right after
work, I went to school and on the weekend you got to go to school,
do your homework with the classmates, so I didn't have whole lot of
time for the family but... but it's OK finally, you know, I finished
with school in '98 so I mean it took like, yeah, three years, another
four years to finish the second two years of school.
Sang explained why he made the decision to pursue his career in computer
science, "I want to make a lot of money. I want to make, you know good money
and in order to do so I need to have four years of education and especially if you
work in computer or electronic industry. And so that's how I made the decision, you
know, to go for the computer science degree. The computer industry was booming
at that particular time anyway during the '90's." He then added a few more reasons,
"Well, the challenge how computers work and how you do things with computers,
how to manipulate information and do certain things as a challenging at work."
Sang enjoys the challenge of writing programs, working with machines, and
solving problems. He feels happy when he can satisf' his boss and the company
recognizes his competency and contribution. To summarize and conclude his lived
experience in the United States, Sang described:77
Well you know in America wherever you go, you walk in,the
majority are White people, you're always standing out.. .To be
successful in America, you have to speak English well and
understand what they are talking about. And you have to prove
whoever you work with, you have to prove to them that you cantalk
to them, communicate, and solve the problems...It's hard and you
know it's part of the job, I think. I mean... let say ff1 wereWhite,
obviously my English is my first language, then I won't have to think
twice about my English skill, whether they understand me or not.
The Participants' Lived Experiences
Bogdan and Bikien (1998) recommended, "Particular researchquestions and
concerns generate certain categories.Certain theoretical approaches and academic
disciplines suggest particular coding schemes." (p. 171). Since I aminterested in
phenomenological research, my interpretation of and reflection on the data come
from the needfulness or desire to make sense of the meaning andexperiences shared
by the participants to answer the research question. I agree withVan Manen that
"We gather other people's experiences because theyallowed us to become more
experienced ourselves... However, the deeper goal, which is alwaysthe thrust of
phenomenological research, remains oriented to asking the questionof what is the
nature of this phenomenon (parenting) as an essentiallyhuman experience."(1990, p.
62). Within that research tradition, the nature of the phenomenonin this study is the
uprooted experience of the Vietnamese refugee living and workingin the United
States. Regarding my interest in the refugee experience, a numberof common
related meanings or thematic groups emerge from the data gatheredfrom the
interviews. According to Van Manen (1990), the themes are also theproducts of my78
insightful invention (my interpretive product), discovery (the interpretiveproduct of
my dialogue with the text of life), anddisclosure (the interpretive product given to
me by the text of life itself.) He furtherillustrated, "My interest in theme--my
fundamental research orientation--is not primarily epistemological or
methodological, but pedagogical" (p.89). Similarly, my interest in theme derives
from the real motivation to better function as a Vietnamese refugee counselorand
educator in the United States.
Themes Related to the Refugee Experience (Living in the United States)
In light of the above mentioned research perspective, I discovered that all
three participants, Cao, Nga, and Sang shared the following four common themes
related to their lived experiences as Vietnamese refugees living in the United States.
The themes include: 1) The third culture: Vietnamese culture in the American
context, 2) different roles and responsibilities in the new land, 3)feelings of isolation
and discrimination, and 4) the language barrier.
Talking about the importance of quotes and examples in phenomenological
methodology, Van Manen (1990) illustrated:
A description is a powerful one Wit reawakens our basic
experience of the phenomenon it describes, and in such a manner that
we experience the more foundational groundsof the experience.
Varying the examples is the way in which we address the
phenomenological themes of a phenomenon so that the invariant
aspects of the phenomenon itself comes into view (p. 122).
I therefore, include the following excerpts from the interviews to describe
the participants' experiences in regard to the four themes I have identified.79
The Third Culture: Vietnamese Culture in the American Context
All three participants share the same struggle about how to come to terms
with the differences and conflicting values between their families and themselves in
the new society where individual freedom is strongly emphasized.
They all seem to be torn between loyalty to the family and authenticity to
themselves. Part of them is for their family, part of them is for themselves. Their
family becomes both a source of support and of pressure. They all feel partly proud
of, partly guilty toward their family.
In regard to the importance of the family role in their life, the participants
share what family support means to them and how they are connected to their
family. Cao stated:
Oh. It is very important. That is rooted, you know, not only
in the family structure of the Vietnamese structure but it is rooted in
the culture being part of the family because I mean in the culture that
you are not only taught to respect the elders or honor your parents
but you also have older brothers and sisters that you have to pay
respect to them. If my father is not there, then my brother will take
over the boat so you can see that the structure is rooted in the family.
It's very important to have that support.
Nga also shared a similar statement, including an explanation of her father's
role in the family.
At the time that I got here, we made, we made a very
good effort to put everyone together because my brothers and sisters
lived with their sponsors. And they were very young so there's no
financial support. So when I got here, we got jobs and we start
puffing people together. And because of that when you live with the
whole family you feel connected.
My father gives them very good support and advice. His
number one priority is that every one of us will be successful in80
school, have an education and that's what he pushes us toward. He
said that no one of my brothers and sisters would get married or
doing anything until they get their four year college...
She further illustrated her feeling toward her family after she had to
separate from them:
family:
We have to go where the jobs are, and for me, I sort of settle
down in this area and I like this and I also have my other brothers
and sisters take care of my parents and grandma, so I know that the
responsibility is heavy but I also think that they understand that I
cannot be with them. I feel sad sometimes but I'm also happy that
they're here and being taken good care of by all of us, and as I
explained to them and they understood it very well. But I make
every effort to spend longer weeks with them inthe summer where I
can afford.., where I have time available.
Sang also shared similar feelings of connection and togetherness with his
I mean ... It's family and I personally I like to be around
with family...Well, for me occasionally you ... disagree and start
fighting and like other than that if we learn how to live, get along, it's
just actually a lot better to be together than, you know, separate...
Well, yes, the Vietnamese culture, you know, we tend to, I think, put
up with each other's problem and stick around, and we try, welearn
how to live together even though occasionally we do fight but we
still stick around, we're not separated easily.
Regarding the degree of commitment to family values, the participants seem
to vary depending on how far they want to move toward the new value of
individualism. Cao is still trying to come to terms with how to reconcile family and
individual freedom, he described:
I think that first it's certainly a new concept for me. You
know I think I didn't really recognize "individualism" until high
school because I'm always taught thinking collectively, thinking in
the culture upbringing, thinking collectively you always... you81
know... So it was, you know, it was kind of a new concept for me
but also it's something I later find that I like it. I enjoy having that
autonomy. And even now having family and having my own kids it
helps me a lot with maturity of that independence. I still certainly,
you know, have that connection, veryclosely with family and ties.
.1 enjoy being together, come home, visit and all that but that
autonomy that gives me almost my own identity and I'm looking
back it's healthy. It's healthy . . .1 think it develops for me not
dependent on others so much... I always consult with family my
parents, older brother, saying this is what I'm going to do and almost
always ask permission for them to allow me to do that but when I
found out that is the source of strength within the structure of family
but later on I feel that no I need to develop of who I am as an
individual... I need to find that path for myseW I can consult with
them but! try not have them influence in my decision making... my
thinking somehow, it turns out more individualistic thinking.
Cao then clarified what individualism means to him in the new cultural
context:
It means... It means that when I want to take a career move
or change a career, I will try it out myself withouthaving to sit down
and consult my parents. I think it was a struggle when I first started
out. I tried to separate the two. It was a struggle because you know
even when I was about to get married that Iconsulted them and...
and as you know I am the first one, I am the first one in my family
who got married outside of the ethnic culture, married somebody
who is not Vietnamese... And I realized that when I consulted my
parents with whom I'm going to get married. Certainly there is a
strong resistance that's because there's certain expectation, certain
culture. They wanted me to marry somebody Vietnamese... That's, I
think, the turning point for me. That is kind of detached, not
separated from them but I think I begin to make decision for my
own, find my own dream, my own identity.
He further illustrated his dilemma after deciding to go against the advice of
his family: "You know it certainly that is I think something. I think personally I will
still pursue it but I will struggle with that decision because somewhere and some
place, I always question my strength, my confidence, say 'Am I making a right82
decision?' My parents I'm not sure if that's the right choice. I will still do itbut that
question still comes to my mind."
Nga clarified what the word "individualism" traditionally means in her
family, "Individualism would mean, would mean to me that you serve yourself first,
your interest, your life, your success would bepriority and yours alone. You don't
share that with other people whether it is for your parents or your family or the
honor whatever it doesn't exist in individualism... So I don't see it exists in my
family."
Then she went on defining individualism and what it means to her
personally:
Individualism to me, to my own definition, reflect on my life,
would be I have to rely on myself to get where I want to go, set the
goal and achieve that... try to conduct myself in the way that would
make me feel proud of who I am... To do the best that I can, to
prove to myself not to other people that I am capable. My success
would not be credited to me alone. I would not come out and say
that I did it all by myself: Most parts of it, I would have to do on my
own, but I gave credit to the support, the encouragementand
sometimes just be able to talk to my brothers and sisters and share
the feeling that I have during the time that I set to achieve my goals.
And so individualism to me, in a simple term that I have to set out
and do what I have to, to the best of my knowledge and ability...
For example, I get into teaching, I did not ask my family
whether they think it would be a good choice. I got into it because I
feel, I felt compelled that I felt that it would make me feel good
about what I do and that I feel comfortable doing it. So when I got
into education, I did it on my own and I made my decision to go into
it. But I informed them later of my choice and they, they would just
encourage me.83
In spite of his uneasy feeling of not being able to financially help his parents,
Sang seems to be more comfortable adopting the new American value. Hedescribed
the meaningful aspects of individual freedom:
It means you are yourself, you, you do what you think it's
right for you, you're on your own, you are the individual that you...
you can decide for yourself.., nobody else can decidefor you, You
should decide for you, you have mind of your own... Actually it's
good because it proves that you can do it on your own and you don't
have to rely on others... You don't really learn it in school, you learn
it from living in America here, you live in a society where that's how
individuality, I mean, you have, you have your own opinion and you
can do whatever it's right for you and, and that'sall up to you.
Then Sang went on talking about his parents' difficulties with the new
culture, especially with individualism, "I think that they don't like that at all because
they, lose control of their children and basically they will not, the children will not
listen to them ilthey don't think what ask of them is right for them." Sang,
however, later shared, "Well in a way, you know, it's OK, it's OK to do what's
asked of you, to respect the old people and to do what they think is correct and ... I
mean that's culture, that's how it is and, and yeah, you just, youknow, do what is
right according to that condition." He then explained how he reconciled individual
freedom and family responsibility:
Well, you do what you can do... try to... you try to, you
make the parents happy as best as you can what they want of you,
and there are other times you can't do it then, you know, you just
can't do it because that's how individualism is and try to combine
both, you try to, and... alittle bit bad about it that's because I can't
make the parents happy of what's expected of me, and at the same
time this is America, I mean you do what is right so ... It's, it's hard.
It's, it's difficult so but you know, then again there's not much else
you can do if you can't do it ... It's hard... Yeah, you know, I think84
I say any example what is right. If they expect of you to help them
out with money stuff, you know, but you can't help them out
because you're yourself struggling with it, yeah, you don't have any
money to help her out then you just can't... I'm notgoing around
and borrowing money from others to, to help ... help out. Besides
it's different situation, it... it depends, you know ... I don't know, I
think you know where the Vietnamese culture is that you were told
to when you're grown up, you make moneyand youhelp your
family, you give them what you can give, you try to take care of the
parents. But here in America you don't have to do all that. It's nice
that you can help them out... That's the Vietnamese culture, but you
know, living in the US is already hard, I mean you got to take care of
yourself so... so youdo what you can. I mean even though I don't
believe in that but ill can help her out with money to take care of
herself, I'll do that, I mean it's not like I have a ton of money in the
bankandI don't give her any.... It's that I don't have any money to
give.., you were taught to do, you were taught to take care of them
when you're grown up, you were told, "OK, when you're grown up,
you go to school, you make a lot of money, you help yourparents."
Sang then explained what it was like for him to move toward independence
while gradually going away from family interdependence:
I like to do what thing is right for me, so it's good to be
independent... One down side of it is that when comes to the time
that you need help, it's very difficult for you to turnandask for help
from your family... See, the Vietnamese way is that, you know if
you, if you can help each other out, you do so. But when you
become on your ownandwhich means you do things by yourself;
you don't talk to other people in the family and so if you make it on
your own, it's great, if you can't make it on your own, it tends to
be... it's hard for you to turn and ask for support because first of all
you don't support what they ask of you, and so that's one down side
of individualism... You lose, I mean, because you don't want to
depend on them so therefore it's the same way that they will not
depend on you. And when you're in the bad situation, it becomes
very difficult for you to depend on others.
Sang went on confessing how he missed the togetherness and support part
of his family he used to have before, "... Yes, I do miss the support part, you know85
when we first came here, the family usually, the extended family andfamily used to
live together... lots of time ... we hang out with each other, I don'tthink we do that
anymore, we... we only get together maybethree or four times a year, only on
Holidays..."
Different Roles and New Responsibilities in the New Land
The three participants shared similar lived experiences regarding the new
roles and/or new responsibilities imposed on them in the new society. They tend to
have mixed feelings toward their new responsibilities. They feel partiy proud of their
new roles, but partly uncomfortable with them.All go on carrying out those new
responsibilities, accepting that they are a necessity for the survival and success of
their families and themselves. While Cao emphasizes the positive aspects of the new
role, avoiding the focus on "culture clash," Sang tends to pay attention more to the
difficult aspects of his new role, de-emphasizing the pride that "He did help his
family move along". Nga seems to experience both the difficulties of the "substitute
mother working two jobs" and the pride of "being able to pull the family together."
Cao talked about his new role as a peacemaker trying to bridge the
differences between his American wife and his family, between American culture and
Vietnamese culture in the following paragraph.
I mean it's a process, I mean even today after my 12, 13
years of marriage and I find myself play a lot of... many different
roles. I play the role, you know, like liaison person for my parents to
understand where my wife comes from and her feeling because of her
own family structure too, individual thinking unlike collective
thinking. I feel myself being an ambassador for both sides. I help my86
wife understand why my parents are thinking the way they are
thinking and so and so it is really interesting and they eventually
become closer and closer, you know, and even right now my parents
really love and support my wife and their grand kids. They always
have...but I think that's culture clash... I feel happy in many ways
because personally I, you know, I see myself as a peacemaker. I like,
I want people to be happy when they're together, especially family
members and I feel I have done, you know, I feel I'm a good
ambassador because I bring them closer... More understand each
other even they come from totally different cultures.
Nga shared what her role change meant to her and how she tried tomaintain
the unity and support of her family during their first days in the new land in the
following vivid paragraph:
It was diflicult. So I worked two jobs and my other sister
worked two jobs so we can rent a place big enough for all 12 of us
together... And so it was, it was so hard to find a place big enough
that's affordable and still able to have enough money to spend for all
the things that you need during the month. ... I remember that I
worked two jobs and I hardly had time for my daughter who was
very young at that time, but I was so happy to have allof us together
as we used to be in Vietnam... And when I camehome tired, I think
all my brothers and sisters just came around me, give me hugs and
asked me if I... I was hungry and they would bring the... set the
plate, sort of pamper so the exhaustion or the tiredness of the day
was just sort of went out of me because everybody paidattentions...
That's the support.
Talking about her new role in the US society as a substitute mother, Nga
illustrated, "Hard! It's such a job... such a job. They all look up to me to get advice
and they all asked me what to do. And on top of that, I have to make sure that they
have everything that they need..." She went on describing her hardship and sacrifice
for her family:
And understand in the year that I came was the depression
year too, economic was very diflicult... My brothersand sisters offer87
to work part-time so that they can chip in with all the needsin the
family. But I told them "no." I don't need their help, that's why I
got the second job so did my other sister... And my father alsosaid
to all of them that since I sacrificed that for them. Their timewould
be to concentrate in school.
Sang also had to take a new role in the new society, he talked about his new
role, "Actually I am the one that could understand English more than any of them in
the family, and so, so actually I end up doing a lot of works, a lot of talking with
others, you know, White people, with other English speaking people, I got to
interpret, translate what other's talking about." And then he went on confessing how
it was like for him to be the interpreter for his family:
Well, I didn't really like to do that at all because I wasn't
really fluent with English at that time. I did what I could, given
nobody else around understand more than I do... I did OK, I did help
my family move along and... It was hard so... I mean eventhough
I... I can speak English a lot better and understand a lot better, I
still.., somewhat feel uncomfortable with English anyway so, just
that because, you know, it's a second language.
Feelings of Being Discriminated Against and Left Out
Experiencing discrimination is another common theme shared by all three
participants. However, each experienced discrimination and/or rejection in different
circumstances, with a variety of interactions with White Americans. The feeling of
being discriminated against and/or left out might partly come from how they
perceive themselves, and partly be created by behaviors and attitudes of others. Cao
tends to emphasize his being responsible for the feelings, trying to rationalize the
behaviors and attitudes of White bigots in an optimistic manner. Sang tries to ignore88
the feelings, focusing on his limited English proficiency as the reason for being
discriminated and left out. On the other hand, Nga takes a very different approach to
deal with discrimination. She tends to look at discrimination as completelycreated
by White bigots and therefore, she persistently confronts, correct, and fights against
them in an assertive manner. They all seem to be somewhat satisfied with their own
ways of handling their feelings of being different fromthe inside and of dealing with
discrimination from the outside.
Cao described what it was like for him to interact with White students when
he was in middle school:
I think middle school age, I mean, as you know as I think
back it was a stage that was most difficult, it was most difficult
because kids, intentional or unintentional sometimes they say things
or do things or their body language. It gives meindication there are
some discriminations.., for instance, as youknow, when let say when
there is a recess and kids play basket ball together or play sports in
the gym and you know, I kind of want to join in and ... sometimes
the feedback that I get, you know, "You're not good enough. I don't
want you to be on my team." They don't say that because I am Asian
or anything but I think that gestures give me theimpression that I am
a different, I'm a minority. Therefore I'm ... Itdoes not happen just
once or twice but happens more than twice.
Cao went on talking about how he was struggling and rationalizing to come
to terms with his minority experience:
I always continue to open my mind and my heart to learn
about new things, about having appreciation not only for, I mean this
American culture. What is American culture any way? I mean after
all, this is a country that so many cultures make up this country even
with the pioneers; so when I look at it and being a Vietnamese, I feel
like I'm being...I'm not a member in the society, first I look at it
differently because I could see discrimination. I let all those block my
mind and sometimes I become defensive... For instance, if I'm89
walldng down the street and somebody who is bigoted who says,
"Go back to your country!" Certainly for me, it brings the
defensiveness out of me, first I feel angry and then I feel like I want
to do something like revenge... For example, I could have said, you
know, "Who are you to tell me to go back to my country?"... In the
past, I would say, "You all white are bigoted." I would have said that
statement if somebody say, "Go back where you belong, O.K. you
know, you don't fit". I would have said that. I want to say that but
when I come up the point where I can separate, "He or she has a
problem you know, that individual has a problem ... individual not
necessary the whole group." So I don't lump that anymore,I'd be
able and I don't... Right now, you know I don't allow that to hurt
my feeling anymore. I would... rationalize that may bethat person
that person doesn't understand, you know, what other cultures are
In my mind, when I rationalize that when a person says something
I kind of analyze it, "Why is that person says something like that out
of the blue?"
Nga described her feeling of anger about unequal treatment and how she
developed a sense of suspicion in her work place:
I didn't feel good because I see myseif as a person who
knows what to do, who knows what I need to do to get ajob done.
But the supervisor and the people who work beside me there did not
give me that credit. They look at my skin and they look at my... they
hear my language and that's it, basically they can judge me and think
that I am not qualified, I'm not equal to them... But when they look
at me like that, it makes me very angry and all the time I feel I have
to be on defense. Any, anything they said, at first I would not see it
in the general, neutral tone, I would have to see and I would have to
think "What does it mean behind that?" and it makes me tired all the
time when I have to be on the defensive side, I mean all day like
that.. .Moving me away from feeling depressed and feeling that it was
a mistake to come here and work in a factory where I don't consider
being treated as equal...
She further explained that it was not her subjective emotion and
defensiveness but something real she could verifi and validate:
When I did something mistake just like anybody else, the
scold, the scolding would be more than what would be given to a90
Caucasian worker in there. And it's not my feelings because Icheck
that, first I thought that I got to lower my defensiveness but asI look
at the same supervisor giving the scolding or talk toanother worker
in there for the same mistake that they did as I did, as I made, I
realize that what I got is twice or sometimes 3 times the amount of
that... They make me feel so inferior all the time and that feelingis
not easy to overcome. Doesn't matter how I perceivemyself as
intelligent, smart, capable or what ever, I could not overcome the
feeling of always feeling unequal and inferior.
Nga continued talking about the "disguised" and "sophisticated"
discrimination in her second job:
The job at the campus is different in terms of it is an
educational, academic environment, but I guess the thinking and the
knowledge of people about other people's culture is not much
different. It might be more sophisticated and disguised in terms of
being educated people, but it went deeper than what I'd experienced
at the factory... In the factory, when people see that you don't do
what they ask you to do, they might come right out and say things
like "God, how come you're so stupid" and they could get away with
that because that's the normal environment, people are using rough
language. But in the campus, in a setting of college and educational
setting, it's not like that, people don't come right out and tell you,
"You're stupid or you're slow," they might say in a very nice way
that... for example if! did not complete one of the task that was
supposed to be done that day, they might say "Well, I understand
your difficulties to get the job done today but... maybe you cando
better next time." Now, the other campus managers probably have
the same problem I had but it might not be said that way to them...
but to me in the way they, they said it, not yelling or screaming at
you but to put you down as if you're not qualified to do it, your
ability is not up to par... So it's just the kind of like they look at you
and they already kind of saw the difference between you and a
Caucasian partner.
Sang also described his feeling of being different and uncomfortable in the
new society, "Basically I am Vietnamese, and most the majority are, youknow,
White, European... Well, of course it's source of uncomfortable because, you91
know, they're different, on top of that, you're new tothe country and you don't
understand the language and so, so I was uncomfortable ...left out, I mean you're
all by yourself.. so... so I was just lonely."
Sang later talked about his experience ofbeing discriminated in a store and
how angry he was when White people thoughtthat he "cheated" them:
So I felt being discriminated, that's because I am notWhite,
and they don't, they feel maybe I am cheatingthe store somehow
or trying to make me wait sothey can double check whether the
refund slip was made up by me... I, I felt upset...that they have to
double check on that, just for a small amount of money...I didn't say
anything, I didn't say anything but talked to my wife,and she called
the store and complained about that.
He then went on by sharing how it was like for Asians tobe discriminated in
the work place, explaining how White people usedEnglish as a powerful tool to
discriminate non-native speakers of English:
(Long silence) At times you do feel that you're biased
against... I mean "discriminated." You know (long silence)English is
a big part of it. You are notfluent with English. You don't speak
well or understand well, and it is very hard for me to be successfulin
the U. S. and often other people use it against you... Iknow other
people that ... they got education; they have a degree butcould not
hold the job. ... with that degree basically not get hired for an
engineering job just due to the fact that other people think theydon't
speak English well and cannot communicate well and so therefore
I feel...bad for them. They were not given the chance to do the job.
Sang later confessed his anxiety of possibly losing his job due to theinability
to communicate well in English:
Well I don't know whether English or whether it's my
personality. Often I think I have problem of hearing if! don't hear
what they say... Well, it was hard cause at times, I think I canlose
my job if I cannot communicate,understand what they say and do the92
job effectively...But maybe just what I'm seeing; may be they don't
see that... And I think that it's just the nature ofthe job... and so I
mean we can go on talking and then certainly there aretimes when
they still don't understand what you are talking about even though
you're trying to explain to them the technical stuff... Maybe it has
nothing to do with English and maybe just how I am. I do have a
selective hearing or listening. Usually I listen to you if only I'm
interested in what you're talking about. At times I don't listen no
matter what you're saying, I don't understand what you're talking
about.
Sang went on sharing why he is suspicious of White people around in the
work setting and how he deals with his feeling of being different:
That's the fact you are minority and you know, typical
companies are held by, you know, White management. So that's not
a lot you can do... (silence)... Just ignore it because you don't have
proof, you don't have a concrete, it's just a feeling and it's not
something, if there's something concrete about it then you can
complain to somebody... but if you have a suspicion only, you got no
proof of anything of that's going on. It's just because you're
different and they're different then it's just a mutual feeling, I mean
they probably feel the same way I feel about that I don't like that or
something like that so wait until there's something really that
concrete, something that you have evidence that you're being
discriminated against then the rest of the time you can do something
about it otherwise you just...right, you can ignore it.
He then described his experience of being a minority in a White English
speaking society in the following illuminating paragraph:
Well you know in America wherever you go, you walk in, the
majority are White people, you're always standing out... Basically if
you're not White then you know like I'm Vietnamese and I mean
you're a minority... And as a minority, you always have to prove that
you're capable of speaking English and understanding what they're
talking about, and do your job... Basically you're non-White, you
are, you know, foreigner and English is your second language. To be
successful in America, you have to speak English well and
understand what they are talking about. And you have to prove
whoever you work with, you have to prove to them that you can talk93
to them, communicate, and solve the problems... It's hard and you
know it's part of the job, I think. I mean... let say if! were White,
obviously my English is my first language, then I won't have to think
twice about my English skifi, whether they understand me or not.
The Language Barrier
All three participants talked about their difficulties trying to learn English
and how the language barrier excluded them from participating in many activities in
the new society. They knew that English was a powerful tool to lead a normal and
successful life in the United States. The language barrier caused a lot of frustration
and other emotional issues to Cao, Nga, and Sang. There was a strong sense of
"being less than," "being not normal," and "being excluded" when they were unable
to speak English or even when they spoke English with an accent. They all tried to
overcome the language barrier.
Cao talked about his frustration with his inability to speak English when he
was in middle school:
Yes, yes for instance Win the class room in the middle school
at that age, where I try to express myself or express my feeling,
sometimes I feel that I am not being heard or maybe because of my
pronunciation, I am misunderstood and sometimes that people don't
understand what I'm trying to say... frustrated, angry and mad, those
are typical feelings when people not understand what I'm trying to
say.
He then explained how hard he tried to turn those feelings into positive
outcomes:
Those are feelings usually come to mind.., but the more I
realized that it also gives me the motivation to work harder because
something that I feel that I need to overcome or get better at it.94
That's a kind of motivation that drives to, you know to give me the
strengths to do better. And also I have support from home who's
pushing me to be patient and helps me find ways to understand
better.
Cao later shared how the improvement of his English and his assertiveness
alleviated his anger and frustration when he entered high school. He said:
But when I get to high school the more... once I started
learning the culture, understand a little bit better; I understand the
language better to express myself; I think, by the time I think, middle
high school, I begin to see the society, the world different... I'm less
anger; I'm less frustrated with my peers... I understand more about
the surrounding, a little more because I am able to say, "let me
clarify; let me say." You know, I was able to ask something or when
they say, you know, "Clarify!", I was able to do it. When I first
started out in middle school, it was very difficult, even first year in
high school, something frustration may be because I was not able to
express the way I wanted to express but as I grow older, I guess I
become more confident in terms of assertive and expressing and
telling them how I feel. I think you can call acculturation process
whatever but that... that's good.
Nga shared her own experience of being discriminated against as a non-
native speaker of English, "They look at my skin and they look at my... they, they
hear my language and that's it, basically they can judge me and think that I am not
qualified, I'm not equal to them... It makes me very angry because I had education,
I know how to read and write and I have.., basically, the basic good of what is right
and wrong."
She also described how White people saw her as "being less than" due to
their prejudice and discrimination against her as a non-native speaker of English. She
vividly illustrated:95
For example, when people talk to you they don't look at you
in the eyes and instead of saying just in a normal way as they talk to
another Caucasian. They shorten their sentence, they use simple
language and they use hand gestures and just the demeanor of asking
and looking at you and constantly asking you, "You know what I
mean? You know what I mean?"... Or when, when I did something
mistake just like anybody else, the scold, the scolding would be more
than what would be given to a Caucasian worker in there.
Nga then went on clarifring her frustration with being unable to makeWhite
people understand:
I don't know how to describe that I was depressed, I was
frustrated and angry. I can't, I couldn't tell them that I understand
my mistake and I can correct them. I could not makethem
understand, for some reasons they continue to think that I was so
stupid, I did not know much, or, or maybe they thought that I came
from a place where there is no modem living or anything. I could not
make them understand that even though I tried very hard to prove
myself
Nga also explained how she, her brothers and sisters were struggling to learn
English:
And in that town, you don't have a program that help people
that have no language, no English. So either you sink or swim, and
they all enrolled in high school from 9 to 12 and of course, we had
some English from Vietnam then but it wasn't much, you gotcouple
hours a week, it wasn't much... So to them, every text book that
they have, was all scribbled with Vietnamese and a dictionary's
always in their back pack... And they spent hours study the
vocabulary and tried to know how to spell that...I already took
English and I already have more extensive training in English... and
especially in, in college when I took joumalism. I also took English
courses, so for me it's, it's as not as much as learning from the
beginning but it picked up from where I left off... It's diflicult but
it's not as much as hard for my brothers and sisters... But for my
three other brothers, I think English is something that's very diflicult
for them.96
Nga finally shared how her brothers' limited English proficiencyaffected
their career choice:
And they're, they're very practical in looking at what kind of
career they want to get in... and I also understandthat in Vietnam
when we talk about doctor, engineer, or whatever it is more of a
prestigious field, and that what all my brothers set their minds into.
And it's also the reason that they go... all go for that. It's also
because math is some kind of the universal language that they can
express themselves and explain easier than writing...And so they
avoid all the courses or fields that would be like social studies or
lawyer, that will require a mastering of English.
Sang also shared his experiences dealing with the language barrier as
follows:
It was very difficult at first, I couldn't understand anything
from other students, other people saying. It's frustrated, you couldn't
understand what they say and you tried to tell them something and
you couldn't tell them correctly and it was verydifficult but time's
gone and you manage to learn the language and get comfortablewith
the language, so it's just getting better... They usually laugh but
because I don't really understand what they're laughing about, just I
mean the students they joke or whatever but you couldn'tunderstand
what they say about, just sort of ignore them and don't really know
what they say... Well you know just went on and regardless, I mean
things you don't understand what they say so you can't really judge
them or against them or anything, you just say "OK," I mean just
went on with it... Well, it wasn't that comfortable feeling just to the
fact that you don't know what's going on and... that was it so you
just went along with it.
Sang then explained how he earned a sense of control of the situation after
understanding English better. He said, "Well, it took quite a long time, you know,
three, four years down the road... Yes, it took a while for you to understand the
language and to feel comfortable in speaking it... Well, you feel somewhat in
control of the situation when talking to, you know, to other people."97
He, however, later confessed, "It was hard so... I mean eventhough I... I
can speak English a lot better andunderstand a lot better, I still somewhat feel
uncomfortable with English anyway so, just that because, you know, it's a second
language."
When asked to summarize his experiences as a Vietnamese refugee living in
the United States, Sang immediately referred to his experience of the language
barrier. In spite of his constant effort to learn English for survival and success in the
new society, Sang feels that it's nearly impossible forhim to master the new
language and to get rid of his Vietnamese accent. He illustrated:
It was... It was hard. It was a good experience and it takes
a lot of efforts, and ... and to become successful. There aredifficult
times until today to know the culture and due to the language
basically...the language, second language basically and how the
system work, basically a whole lot... You know (long silence)
English is a big part of it. You are not fluent with English. You don't
speak well or understand well and it is very hard for me to be
successful in the U. S. and often other people use it against you...
(long silence)... English is still the second language even though I
have been here a long time now. It's... still there are times that I
cannot communicate... Yeah, yeah that's because you know I'm a
non-native speaker and I believe I do have an accent; even though I
can speak English pretty fluently but I do have an accent and there
are times... you know, sometimes I cannot pronounce the word
correctly or whatever...And I feel that my English skill is not as
well as I want it to be. So therefore, every time when I have to
interact with other people, it's difficult but because it's part of the
job, part of working here, I still have to do that... I think I probably
feel more comfortable working with non-White workers... just
because if I mispronounce a word, so do they. And they will not
come back and complain that my English is not sufficient enough to
do the job. Often people complain about, you know, because your
English is not well therefore, you cannot do the job well.98
Issues Related to Working Experiences and Career Counseling
(Working in the United States)
I explored with the participants the following lived experiencesrelated to
their work experiences and career counseling e.g., decision making styles,the
influential factors in the career decision making process, job satisfaction, career
counseling, career counseling relationship, and working as a minority professional.
The framing questions were based on my own interests combined with western
career counseling constructs. However, theframing issues were explored and
discussed with the participants from a phenomenological perspective. I encouraged
them to freely share their meanings, perspectives, and lived experiences pertaining to
those career-related issues without narrowing or guiding to specific theoretical
constructs. For example, words such as "personality," "values," and "relationship"
are used in a generic and non-career-counseling-related manner.
Decision Making Styles
All three participants seem to still navigate back and forth between the two
conflicting value orientations, trying to come up with a creative compromising
solution that works for each of them in their decision process.
Talking about his feeling toward the decision to give up priesthood against
the wish of his family and his community, Cao said, "... uncomfortable because I
kind of broke that culture.., part of it because they've been supporting me, you
know, through college, through seminary... In some way, yes I feel guilty, guilty formy community who's also helping me tobecome a priest to come back to their
church."
added:
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Cao also confessed that he felt guilty toward his parents. However, he then
but when I broke away from them, I feel a sense of
freedom... At first, it's kind of scary at first but I grew into the role
of making decision and feel good. I feel I have a sense of identity.
This is Cao Nguyen, I know who I am (giggling). You know, if! fail,
I know I am the one to blame. I'm not going to blame anybody. . .but
it was a sensational feeling.., it's certainly from, you know, being
educated here. Certainly I develop some individual thinking and it's
not bad. I... I have the power to connect the western thinking and
the eastern thinking philosophies. I think it's healthy; it's good
because there's a lot of psychology and you do a lot of good.
Nga also made a very important decision against her family. She illustrated
her feeling at that time:
It was heart breaking. They made very difficult, they
made it very difficult for me, their position was this, "If! got
married, then I will no longer be considered part of the family, they
will not be responsible for me anymore." And that, I have to make
that choice and I think at that time, some kind of independence streak
in me was stronger than my need to feel that I was loved and closed
to my family, and I felt despair too... I was very depressed and that
one of the decision that I made.... It hurt... It hurt in the way that I
used... we're a big family, we're always shared and supportive when
I decided to get married, and I informed them of that, and of course
we had the wedding at home but the affair was very... What is the
word7....It's reluctant, it wasn't happy... I try to think of the word
to describe that, it's, it's like an obligation that they have to go
through. There's no support, no love, no happiness that we went
through the whole deal... I was angry... I was angry at that time that
my family didn'tunderstandme, that's what I thought they didn't
understand me, they didn't love me enough, to see my reason, and to
support that... And whether they like it or not I am not, I would not
be living with them my whole life, why couldn't they see that, and
just giving their blessing and, and, and make it nice.100
She however, later confessed:
But when my father escaped from jail, from concentration
camp, he came home and I was olderthen, but... the shock that he
faced that I had a daughter. I think just looking at his face made me
feel regretful more than ever... I felt, I don't want to sayl felt guilty
but I regret that he wasn't there for me to talk to him and came to
him... I felt very uncomfortable and I couldn't talk to him, at first...
If he, if he was there, I think he would have talked me out of getting
married... And so the regret is stamped from the fact that he wasn't
there, and the shock that he faced was just too much for me and I
regret the time, regret at the time that we could not be together at
the critical, critical point of my life.
Nga made another important decision against her father's advice in the
United States. This time it was easier for her. She explained:
For example, the decision to move here, my father convinced
me that we have all the family support, it's time for them to repay me
so that I can go back to school that my daughter would have afamily
support, I don't have to work and I didn't have to worry about
tuition and this and that. "Nob!" I told him that I appreciate all of
those but I still want to start out on my own... I didn't feel afraid or
threatened or uncertain about things. The truth is once I make
decision about something, I very much go through it and believe in
myself...
Sang shared how it was like for him to decide against the advice of his family
to get married to a Caucasian wife:
I do feel that other people don't think it was right for me, but
that's again this is America so ... It's, it's just too bad if that's how
they think so...Well, you just, just be yourself... if they don't think
that's right, it's, it's just too bad, it's not my problem... I feel
comfortable now... As time goes on... you understand what America
is... then your attitude, your feeling change.
He then talked about his ambivalence toward the decision to get married
early:101
I was young and not wise then. So ... I could have done
things differently. So . . . Yeah. I could have gone to school straight
and be done with it in a shorter time instead of dragging on for ten
years. It was a hard time: You had tomake a living and go to
school... It's O.K. The decision I made that made me through you
know, many paths and so it's part of the decision. That's all right...
(long silence) I mean I feel certainly O.K., good because it was my
choice to choose it. It wasn't somebody else forcing me to go to
different careers.
However, Sang later went back to his mixed feeling about the decision and
confessed, "... I was only 21. I mean getting married at the early age is not wise.
You need to finish school before you do anything else. That way you know, you free
up other things."
Each of the participants was also encouraged to talk about how he or she
had made important career decisions in his or her life.
Nga described her career decision making process as a trial and error
process:
For me, I didn't set out to do accounting, my major when I
picked, it was sociology.., still idealistic. I was taking journalist
before, journalism before, and I was thinking that I am good dealing
with people and analyze and write and so and so... I would like to go
in and be able to write my thoughts and analyze the life and culture in
here, and what would be better to continue my writing than doing
that... So that's what, that's what I got into first and I also thought
of, I am, I was a refugee here, what would be the better way to serve
than to have the knowledge of the new culture, the system and to be
able to help and explain to people like me in this society. And I was
in that for two years and I went through the field experience week
and I worked in the social, assistant department in that town for one
week, shadowing one of the social worker there.., and after that
week of field practice I moved away from it... It was just too much,
and it's also against my nature because it's the way I saw it and the
way that social worker explained to me was that you were very much
paper shuffle, shuffle and you don't have authority.102
I got into education because the job that I got in here first,
was educational assistant. I didn't think abouteducation then, it's
just a means to, to get me a living, to make a living and then continue
with my accounting, I didn't think much about that, but just as I go
through with everyday experience, I found that it ... In some classes
that I was in, I was able to... to, to get my point across, so simple
and so quick, and I was intriguing that I never had any education
classes or anything to know about methodology, or strategy, and
then I kept hearing people talking about training and method and this
and that and I thought, of all the talk when I was in the classroom I
didn't see much of it and I wondered what was, you know, the secret
behind that, and so as I went through that with, with my degree,
three years of that I tend to feel, I, I felt more, I felt that I am more
interesting than working in education system,, but not as a teacher
then, I still didn't think... Yeah, it just happened, things in life, events
happen that just weave together, interact together that at some point
it was so clear to me that's the way I want to go.
Nga went on talking about the criteria she used to make the first career
decision to pursue a writing profession:
Well, the first thing, the first thing I would think was I have
the ability to write, I have the ability to observe, and anything, any
setting that I observe I was able to put it into a very organized
thought... Writing is something that comes so natural for me, that
during my high school, grade school, middle school, I had never...
not many times in those times, that I have to do a draft in writing
once I put my pen down, that's it. That's the final job.
There is a sense of coincidence, fate and destiny in the process of the career
development of the participants. Nga said, "Yeah, it just happened, things in life,
events happen that just weave together, interact together that at some point it was
so clear to me that that's the way I want to go."Similarly, Cao talked about how he
got into his social work profession:
I think a combination of opportunity and also that feeling for
work with kids and families. And so opportunity presents, I apply for
it. I say it's always the thinking to work with unaccompanied minors,103
kids who don't have families or parents over here so I applied, I got
the job, and... At that point, I consulted with my immediate... my...
my wife, yes not with my parents; no not with my parents. Once I get
married, I don't consult with my parents about what I do in my
career any more.
Sang also shared his career development and how he has made decisions as
follows:
I don't know exactly how I get into this...Well. . .You
know, I don't know how I made that decision but at the time, you
know, just like most high school kids when it's time for them to go
to college, they don't know exactly what they want to do any way.
You just happen to pick a career and go with that and...It's just
because some counselor suggested that you can study engineering
and you can just pick that and.. .It wasn't just me actually though; all
of the Vietnamese students I went with; they all pretty much applied
into the engineering programs except for one or two. He liked
drafting and so he went for drafting. I mean because we were doing
good in math and so just you know, went into the engineering
programs. I made the decision to go to (name of the college) because
at that time, they had a program in robotics and you could finish the
school program in three years; and you only go to school four hours
a day and that's part of the program. It's looking good and I could
go to school and go to work at the same time. I could finish the
school earlier and at the same time, you know, when you're talking
about robotics, you know, it's interesting; it's a fascinating field so I
made the decision to switch to (name of the college)... I talked with
my family and they seemed to like that also.. .1 did get support from
my ... my dad, my father and he agreed, you know, it's like, "Okay. I
can go to school and then after school, I can go to work."
I mean you know, there's a destiny if you choose this path. I
mean, I choose this path that leads me to this current situation. It's
O.K. It can be different WI would have chosen different paths and so
I mean it's my experience that you have to learn to live with. I could
have gone to school straight, four years in school and you know,
right at that time and I would have a different career path. Maybe I
wouldn't be working with the company I'm working now. So it's
just, you know, the decision you made leads you to wherever you are
right now and that's part of life.104
Influential Factors in the Career Decision Making Process
My framing questions related to career issues were based on western career
counseling assumptions. In the light of those assumptions, career decision making is
believed to be the result of the interaction among the participants' interests, values,
personality, ability and so on. This section, therefore, will present the participants'
sharing of their experiences during the decision making process and its related
interactive factors. The following factors are explored with the participants: a)
meaningful characteristics of their job, b) their career related values, c) their job
security, and d) their personality.
Talking about the meaningful characteristics of her current job, Nga
expressed: "In my job right now, my students learn, study, show the results and that,
that makes me really happy." Cao similarly clarified how meaningful it was for him
to help other people," ... helping parents when they are so confused about how to
deal with their kids, helping my case workers who get frustrated with the case load
or individual that they do not know how to deal with. Those are the things I treasure
because... I was seeing in the poster some place. It was the picture of President
John F. Kennedy. It says, 'One man can make a difference."
Sang also finds it important when he can satisly his boss. He said, "That's
what's important... as far as you make the boss happy and you can finish the project
and get things done.... Important it makes me feel good; feel that I can do the job
that I'm competent of doing it."105
Cao also talked about how the meaningful characteristics of his job are
connected to his family. He explained:
I think that's family... family, the core family values, I think, I
want my wife and my kids to respect of what I do, not just the money
aspect of it. But to recognize that helping other people what I do is a
rewarding profession... helping other people, making better in
society... reaching out to other people who are in distress... in a way
that... that has a role model. I like to have.., to provide a good role
model to my family, to my kids and have them look up to me.
Nga clarified how her teaching career allows her to enjoy a long summer
vacation with her husband, who is also a teacher. She stated:
Lucky enough that we, my husband and I are both teachers so
our schedules are very much the same... So in that, in that aspect, I
don't have any problem with that, any activities that we, we do
together... we have time to do it together and that adds another
higher level of satisfaction... going into this career, we have vacation
together and times off together... It's just an added bonus that in
teaching we don't get pay for the time we're off but we got the time
off anyway and I'm glad for the time off because I really need to
rejuvenate my brain after ten hard months of teaching so it doesn't
interfere with my family activities. I just, I just don't feel that I would
be content and happy working as accountant in a firm or working for
the government as public accountant.
In this regard, Sang is also recognized and appreciated by his wife and her
family because he makes a lot of money as an engineer. He said, "She supports of,
just... you know, taking care of stuff so that I can go to school and, and be
successful, so. ..In a way she supports of what I'm doing. She understands why I'm
going to school..." He later talked about the relationship between him and his wife's
family, "Yeah, her family is fine. I think that they like me a lot because I went to
school and got a good job."106
Regarding career-related values, Cao shared what he values most about his
current job, "But because there are so many other things in life, my spirituality is
important to me; being a good role model for my kids is good for me, and also being
stable, having good relationship with my wife is important to me. Those are the
things that are important to me, that I feel satisfied than having a lot of money and
not having those things."
In this regard, Sang talked about the most important values influencing his
career decisions, he explained:
That I want to make a lot of money. I want to make, you
know good money and in order to do so I need to have four years of
education and especially if you work in computer or electronic
industry and so that's how I made the decision, you know, to go for
the computer science degree. The computer industry was booming at
that particular time anyway during the 90's... Well, the challenge
how computers work and how you do things with computers, how to
manipulate information and do certain things as a challenging at
work.
He later added what criteria he used to make his career decisions:
"Career decisions...based on the money, the compensation that they want
to pay you. Basically that and the location where you'reat. So . . . (long
silence) you base on the compensation of the job and where the job is, and
exactly what type ofjob you want to be doing. And 'Am I qualified for that
job? Do I feel comfortable doing that job?' If so, then I'll take the job.
Basically that."
Job security seems to be one of the most important values shared by all the
three participants. Even though they all view job security as "being able to keep the107
job for a long time," they explain that ability in different terms.In regard to the
meaning ofjob security, Cao said, "It's a good feeling to have a senseof security, in
some way, it's like an anchor youknow, that your job is a long term." Nga also
shared, "It would mean to me that I would' be able to stay on the job... notgetting
fired, not getting reprimanded or have any bad things in my file." Similarly, Sang
defined, "Well, it means that it's the job if you can, you know, keep thatparticular
job for as long as you could ... It means that as long as you have thejob, you are
secure."
One common trait among the three participants regarding personality is that
they all mentioned that they were "determined." Cao talked about his personality:
"... I'm an assertive person. When I set out to do things I like to accomplishthings.
I don't like to leave things undone even if I have a mission, let say the next twenty
years even it goes slow, I would still followthrough with that." Nga also described
herself, "I see myself as a determined person, honest, driven, and ... when I set
goals, I have to go to get there... doesn't matter what's in between. I also see
myself that I don't stand for feeling pity about myself. I don't allow people to make
me feel less than who I am and I tend to be direct..."Similarly, Sang said, "Well,
I'm a quiet person... I certainly have my own opinion when I do things that I think
it's right for me and I'm determined, you know, if I want to achieve something and I
will, you know will try to, to get it so basically that."108
Job Satisfaction and Job Dissatisfaction
Job satisfaction was explored with each of the threeparticipants to
understand how they experienced it in their respected jobsetting. Cao described
what job satisfaction means to him and then shared how heis content with his job: "I
think it [job satisfaction] means doing a good job and beingrecognized of what you
do. I think feeling supportive from your colleagues andfrom on, feeling appreciated
when you do a good job. I think those are the things that I thinkcertainly, you
know, making me feel satisfied with what I do..."
Nga explained what job satisfaction would mean to her:
Job satisfaction would mean this, that I have the support from
my colleagues, the support from mysupervisors, the materials, the
needs that we have in order to carry the job through, and to see that
my students would learn and show theresults.... So to me it has to
have three parts like that. The fourth one would be, the
compensation for that, the assignment that I have, whether that
assignment would utilize my, my best ability or it would stifie me,
and the compensation, the financial compensation for that has to be
adequate.
Sang also shared those common characteristics of job satisfaction. He
explained about the important things in his job as follows:
Things that are important for me is that ... well, I like what
I'm doing... challenging and... and you know, you can do the job
and as long as they keep paying you well for what you do. That's
what's important... As far as you make the boss happy and you can
finish the project and get things done... Important it makes me feel
good; feel that I can do the job that I'm competent of doing it.
He then went on illustrating what job satisfaction meant to him:
It means you like your job. You like what you're doing. It
means that when you get up in the morning that you want to go to109
work; that you want to get something done at work. That means job
satisfaction. It means that you like to work. It's not like, "Oh just
another day of working, you know I got to go to work." No, I wake
up in the morning every day; I like to go to work; I like to go solve
problems, fixing... youknow, getting the job done at work. I am
very satisfied with my job.
All the three participants are also dissatisfied with some aspects of their
career. Cao shared things he does not like about his job in the following paragraph:
They just complain little things. That makes it unenjoyable...
Or sometimes people you know; talk at work in more divisive... If
this unit is unhappy with that unit, you know it's always rumor how
bad they are instead of doing something constructive to help them
out so they can enhance their work... I think it's getting better. I
think in the past it's kind of subtle. It's always individuals that'll
always be close-minded. They are not willing to walk out of their
comfort zone and sometimes to me that's kind of ignorance as a way
to look at things.
In this regard, Nga also talked about her dislikes and frustration in her
current teaching profession:
Dealing with politics, administrator's favoritism, nepotism...
For example, at faculty meeting, if the principal says that we should
do this and everybody jumps the bandwagon, not thinking of the
impact how it affects students or workload or how you can find time
to do that and do, do the best of it... When I came to the person
who's responsible for that and I said, "now I don't want to volunteer,
I don't have time." I don't have to explain but then he asks me,
"why?' I just look at him and say, "Just can't." I don't explain.., but
after I told him, "Can't; don't want to do it" then he would be the
opposite of me about three feet apart, his eyes would be right at me
but would look through me, wouldn't hi, wouldn't smile or
anything... I could care less. I am within my own right to do that,
now he has some problems he has to deal with that. I see, I don't
have to care whether he feels pleased with my actions or not.
Sang is also dissatisfied with similar things in his work setting. He explained
how he disliked interacting with people that might complain about his English:110
I don't like about my job; that I have to deal with other
people, that I have to interact with other people... That's may be
because of my English skills; may be I don't think that I speak
English well enough so that they understand what I'm talking
about... May be I still have an accent and sometimes if! talk to them
and they don't understand what I'm talking about then it becomes
negative on my part WI cannot communicate... and if it turns around
that they complain about you; that they don't understand what I'm
talking about or say that my English skill is not good and that
becomes critical to the job...
Career Counseling Experiences
The participants shared little about their own lived experiences related to
career counseling in spite of my effort to encouragethem to explore this area as
much as they could. Like many other Vietnamese refI.igees, they all had limited
personal experiences with career counseling. They tended to equate career
counseling to either general counseling andlor job advising.
Asked what the phrase "career counseling" meant to him, Cao illustrated:
The phrase "career counseling"... I think it means that I
continue to work with people who're in need of help; counsel them;
give them advises that would help them see different options...
provide them with alternatives when they're stuck... help them
understand there is more than one way of looking at things... I think
to sum up is... is... whether to help them in their job, or in their
spirituality or how to... or dealing with school, all these things.
Talking about his own experiences in terms of getting career counseling in
high school or in the University, Cao illustrated:
Oh yes, of course, of course... that... in high school, of
course.., that I certainly.., where at the stage where I'm still
searching for what I wanted to do, what I want to be. The career
counselor in the school setting... high school setting... when I sit
down and talk with that counselor, he really helps me, gives me111
options to see and encourages me to see that option out there. And
he gives that option based on my strength after talking with me, after
knowing what I want. You know, what I want to do. He is giving
advice and helps me to get there.
Cao shared how he experienced having vocational counseling in comparison
with getting advice from his parents in the following paragraph:
Oh yes, I saw a vocational counselor as well, who's
helping me searching for my vocation.., what is that I want to do in
my career... Certainly I don't feel the pressurewhen I received
advises from my career counselor. It's a kind of a neutral space when
I come to my counselor and say, "I'm not sure what I want to do,"
and he would say, "Well, just look at other options." When I come to
my parents and say, "I'm not sure what I want todo." "You do it.
(giggling) This is the way. This is the way that you should do it."... I
mean I understand why my parents said the waythat they said that
but I really didn't accept it. I really didn't, I always said, "They are
not open-minded. They need to be more open-minded of what my
decisions are." I feel more freedom of speaking. I can speak to the
counselor freely, "I'm not sure I like that path." I don't feel
restricted of my expressions of my emotion, you know of my feelings
while I am going with that. It's more freedom.
Despite her lack of personal lived experience in career counseling, Nga
shared what "career counseling" meant to her:
I think career counseling would mean that you are given
some hope, resource and insight into the field,the career that
somehow would be suitable for you, that you would be more
successful in... that there would be people with expertise, and
knowledge. Not that they counsel you, but they would give you a lot
of tools, and techniques and resources and whatever you need in
order to look with the one that you would be more content with and
be more successful.
Nga then talked about how she herself gave career advice to her daughter as
a mother:112
She would come and tell me what she's good at and she
asked me, "What do you think I should take?" and I told her if she
feels that she would do best in writing why not try a few courses in
writing and English then see how, how it goes and I said, "And also
looking to the major and, and field in your college catalog, and see
what you feel more comfortable with."
I advised her to come and talk to a counselor in order to
get good advice on what would be feasible, effective way to choose a
career and spend time in college, and she did seek advicefrom the
counselor over there and that's how, that's how they advise her how
to divide her load, what classes that would be more preferable, to the
direction of her career, her choice of profession, she came home and
told me that she liked the person who advised her... She said,
"Something that person didn't say much, I did all the talking but I lay
it all out, and she asked me and I lay it all out and I see it clearly."
Asked what the phrase "career counseling" meant to him, Sang replied:
It means that you advise other people, which you know the
type ofjob that they should go into. They counsel you, giving advice
of what the benefit, what the good things about a particular career...
what's the pay off and how much you are making; what kind of work
that they do and what kind of education that they need; I mean
required of them in order to gointothat career. So basically you hear
people advise of what the requirements are, and which one is the
good choice.... What the problems come from each of the careers
and they just base on that and pick one.
He then explained how he perceived the difference between counseling and
advising:
(Silence) You know, counseling is something that... It's
like...It's coming from a professional. That's more exactly what the
requirements of the career, of each of the career are. Advising is just
somebody knows something about a particular career and advise
some other people about that career. So advising is like you only
know a little bit about some careers or the career you're working on.
You just advise other peoplewhatit is.
Using his own lived experiences, he went on talking about how he received
help from different counselors when he was still in school:113
I did talk with some career counselors at (name of the
college)... It was OK. It was good. They just be... They just tell you
what the requirements are... She basically just told me what the
requirements are. That's about it.
The (Name of the University) counselor basically the same
thing, he told me, "These are requirements to get this particular
degree. You need to take these classes or those classes, complete so
many hours in this or that to get the degree."
I mean it was good because you know, you learn what the
requirements are. You don't understand and they tell you what they
are. So it was OK. It wasn't like a teacher and astudent. It was...
was somebody knows what the requirements areand tell you what
you need to take to get a degree. Iwould like to learn about the
requirements... and the type of work of that particular career... and
so basically what does it take to do thejob in that particular field.
Counseling Relationship
Since Vietnamese traditionally receive advising and guidance from their
parents within the family, I asked the participants to describe the counseling
relationship they experienced in the United States, and then to compare it to the
advising relationship with their fathers. The following excerpts describe what
"counseling relationship" personally means to each of the participants.
Since he is a counselor, Cao explained what the phrase "counseling
relationship" meant to him in regard to his role as a helper:
Well, ill put myself in the therapist's role; if you ask me that
question as a therapist, then my answer.. . The counseling relationship
is that I'm not only giving advice, professional advice to the people
that I work with, to my clients but I also develop some sort of
trust.., either they trust me or I trust them or both ways. Some truth
involved not necessary "relationship" per say but trust somebody
your life, you know, I'm trusting you when you ask me questions.
You trust the advice that I give you. It's the sound advice. That's the
role of the therapist.114
Cao then went on talldng about his own career counseling relationshipwith a
high school counselor and a college counselor when he was in school:
...I... Ithinkfromhighschool, ... itwasmoreofanon-
relational; I mean, you know, I come in and get advises. It seems like
really a short time and the counselor was helpful but I didn't feel a lot
of connection...in high school as I recall ... it was very.., it was non-
relation. It was... just gives me advice and go ahead and do it... I
don't feel the connection of strong bond. When I ask somebody, I
want to feel that trust, that connectedness.
I didn't feel that. In college I did... In college later, I feel that...
that I was searching a vocation and the counselor that I went to was
very gentle; spent time with me; talked with me... aCaucasian
counselor and he was very.., understanding I guess because we spent
more time; we met more frequently than when I was inhigh school.
High school was a kind of a quick thing. High school, it was no
relationship then.
Asked to compare the counseling relationship to the relationship with his
parents when he gets advising andlor guidance at home, Cao said:
Certainly I don't feel the pressure when I received advises
from my career counselor. It's a kind of a neutral space when I come
to my counselor and say, "I'm not sure what I want to do.", and he
would say, "Well, just look at other options. When I come to my
parents and say, "I'm not sure what I want to do." "You do it."
(giggling) "This is the way, This is the way that you should do it..."I
mean I understand why my parents said the way that they said that
but I really didn't accept it. I really didn't, I always said, "They are
not open-minded. They need to be more open-minded of what my
decisions are."...1 can speak to the counselor freely: "I'm not sure I
like that path." I don't feel restricted of my expressions of my
emotion, you know of my feelings while I am going with that. It's
more freedom.
Nga described what the phrase "counseling relationship" meant to her as
follows:
I would expect that the career counselor would, would help
me to seewhatin me first, what ability! have, and then, help me to115
ask myself questions what I can be best in and then lay out all the
possibilities and then would be able to explain to me which field is,
what kind of expectation or what kind of problem that would be in
there, not in detail but at least give me the anticipation of what I
would face, and to me that, that would be more than just, just
advising what job placement, advisor to me is just job placement
"Here's the place! go apply!" but counseling would be more skin
deep, would be more probing... Mutual, mutual understanding and
supporting and lay out the ground rules of there is no superior,
inferior here, no right or wrong, and to me counseling is like that no
right or wrong, I can ask any question and I can disagree and I can
agree that's why I said that not like doctor and client, that I have to
be submissive or feel, feel that I am inferior or inadequate to the
counselor... It is more in terms of equal setting, provide support,
provide more insight to certain things because one person has more
knowledge in that, but that does not make me feel I am stupid.
She then talked about the difference between getting advice from her father
and getting counseling from the counselor.
I admired my father. There's a deep respect there.
There's something that I cannot deny, he's my father. And like it or
not the father figure is always something... When I sat down at the
conversation with him and when I informed him of certain of my
decisions, the first defense mechanism comes up would be my
father's going to try to talk me out of it, or he was gonna' tell me
that I was wrong, and so my defense mechanism would be, "I am
going to defeat him first;" then after that as my father set it down and
I didn't feel like that anymore then we can talk, we lay out all our
points, so the difference between the counselor and my father is that
he has direct relationship with me, now the counselor, I would have a
respect for the counselor who has certain kind of knowledge and
expertise that I don't have, and of course that would not make me
feel in awe or afraid like I was with my father... I don't have to be
defensive with her or him, I can just lay it down and knowing that he
or she will not judge me, or try to talk me out of it, but my father
would.
From his personal experience, Sang clarified what the phrase "counseling
relationship" meant to him:116
Counseling relationship... (long silence). I think that means
the counselor... It's on going, getting advice from the counselor...
you establish relationship with the counselor... It's sort of an on
going... like you talk about relationship... It is something that is on
going... It just doesn't happen in an hour... Basically, you ask
questions and the counselor will answer your questions and advise
you what is a good choice for that person. You just... not necessarily
the counselor will pick the career for people being counseled but
outlining what are the requirements and what does it take... and
so... just advising.
Sang then talked about the differences between the relationship between his
father and him and the counseling relationship he had before. He explained:
The difference is the father tends to want you to do his way
and whereas the counselor is another person... Just here are the
options. The counselor does not make the decision for you, you have
to make the decision for you. The relationship between the father and
son; it's usually the father will tend to say: "This is what I want you
to do."... There isn't any relationship that I have with the
counselor... All I had with the counselor was less than an hour, of.
you know, of advice, getting information from the counselor.
Relationship between me and my father is an ongoing relationship,
it's a long term, it's a long time, it's ongoing, everyday as long as we
live together. So that's the difference.
But certainly you get the benefit from the counselor
where, you know, the father doesn't know anything or everything,
while the counselor specifically... to be a counselor you got to know
what you're counseling about. So people, clients seeking advice and
information so it's best to speak to counselors.
Regarding his choice of having career counseling with a Caucasian
counselor, a minority counselor, or a Vietnamese counselor, Cao explained:
I think maybe in the high school level, not sure about college
level, I mean I was having a good relationship so it... .But in high
school ill were to have contact with minority, it could be... The
bond probably could be stronger... I think that what I said when I
was in high school, there was... may be a stronger bond but at this
stage... at this stage, when I consult with either a Caucasian or a
minority, I don't feel one is stronger than the other; now I don't...117
Now when i, you know, consult with my Vietnamese co-workers,
that's different; that's stronger because we speak the language, then I
reverse to the language, my native language... That's certainly the
strong bond; there's no question about it. But when I consult with
other minorities that are not Vietnamese and Caucasian co-workers,
it's about the same kind of feeling.
However, he later added:
But right now, it would not make any difference if! consult
with a Vietnamese or with a minority or a Caucasian counselor cause
I feel that I'm able to get...I'm now of... right now having goal,
setting goal, and achieving goal. It's not so much of... of... just
based on the bonding that I have so that I can get that goal. So it's
kind of different stage in my life, now that I'm able you know, that
now it really doesn't make a difference.
Talking about her preference of counselors based on racial and ethnic
differences, Nga said:
Franidy, whatever, whoever as long as that person is able to
give me the support that I need, it doesn't matter it is Vietnamese, he
or she is Vietnamese, other colored people or White, not that, if, if!
have a counselor, a Vietnamese counselor, it would prove easier in
terms of language if we need to say something more deep down for
some reasons it would I think the cultural barrier would be
immediately removed from there... for Caucasian counselor then my
mind, my brain would have to go to the mode of adaptation, and for
other colored counselor then I, I would have to stay neutral, don't
know which way, so in each one, there's always the adaptation there.
If the Vietnamese counselor already has a preconceived
notion about what a woman should be, look like, be like, should act
like or preconceived notion about ability or judgment, that would be
a problem, a disadvantage. But if a Vietnamese counselor comes
into a counseling session and did not have any of those preconceived
notions and just open, and be professional, put aside personal
experience, personal cultural background, and that... would not be a
problem at all.
In regard to his preference pertaining to this issue, Sang also shared his
feelings and expectation as follows:118
I... I think to be served by a Vietnamese counselor it's sort of
a little bit closer relationship just because you arethe same and you
tend to believe in the information and you feel that you're getting a
good advice and good information ... versus a White counselor,
whether that counselor... , you know, discriminates against other
non-White people but ... Probably OK... see the situation here
typically, you know, if you are minority you usually try to guard
against the majority, so you usually feel uncomfortable with the
majority, with White people around and you hang around with
minority. Other colored people, you know, don't discriminate against
you, just give you a less chance of beingdiscriminated against just
because they are themselves minority.
Working as Minority Professionals in the United States
Asked to talk about their experience of being minority professionals in
America, all the participants shared common frustration related to cultural
misunderstanding and over- demanding expectations from mainstream people.
In regard to lack of funding and social services for his Asian clients, Cao
shared his experience of frustration as follows:
I think, I feel frustrated at times because I feel that sometimes
I have to continue to educate attorneys, to educate the law
enforcement people because when it comes to cultural issues, it
seems there is a lack of understanding... I feel like I don'thave to
play that role. I feel that something it needs to be equally understood
just like the way I look at Caucasians that I understand when they are
saying something or I'm able to level heck and express how and what
I see in them and help them like I've been doing with my clients and
their families.
I think when it comes to issues.., let say services, we
recognize that there are kids who have substance abuse issues, there
are issues with Asian families, domestic issues, issues of truancy,
teenage pregnancy. All these issues are apparent. They are in
existence but when it comes to services or even funding to work with
these people, they need help just like any others, there is little of
advocacy. The mainstream people don't look at this issue. I think
that there's still the assumption that you know, you are Asians, you119
are doing well in schools according tostatistics.. .minority model.
There are a lot of that assumption. I think, I think that it's not in a
naïve way. I think that some of people in the decision making,
politicians, they know this problem but there is less tolerance of
looking into the issue.
Cao then went on talking more about himself as a minority counselor
working to bridge the gap between the Asian community and the community at
large. He said:
You know, I think that you know, being a minority
working in the U.S., I feel like I have a mission. I feel like I... I want
to... because I said my personality, I'm a peace-maker, I want to see
things to get better and I feel like being a minority, I feel like I
almost... I work like almost double, triple. I have to work harder not
just for myself but for the community at large and also the Asian
community, specifically and also the community at large... I see that
so many things that they people are open-mindedand willing to look
at what's on the other side of the fence and unless they want to do
that, they will never understand what's the other side of the fence. I
feel that I am the person who has a mission, standing in the middle of
the fence... I feel like I'm in the middle and on both sides, you see
and... and I feel I can function on both sides of the fence because if
I'm just working with mainstream Caucasian clients as good as any
counselors or my co-workers. I am on the other side of the fence; I
can function at my community or more so. And so Ifeel as a
minority, I need to work harder because from that aspect... because I
almost have a mission... Sometimes I feel pressured and sometimes I
feel that that stifi I'm not being heard.
Nga described what it was like for her to work as a non-native teacher in the
United States in the following paragraph:
Like it or not, whether I'm content now with my job and my
position, and the life that I have here, I have to be honest to say that I
feel like I am a person of no country, no, I don't belong, I still feel
that I don't belong... For example if we talk about being teacher, at
the meeting talking about the programs in the building. If there's
nothing specific then I am just a teacher as many other people, many
other teachers in the building and if we would talk for a generic120
program that would not specifically design for certain group of kids,
then I'm OK. And everybody sees me OK... Now for example, if
there's a discipline problem in the school, and only a couple of kids
in ESL were the cause of it and when we talked at the faculty
meeting about that and if! had some say and remind people that that
one or two kids was only less than one percent... of the population
then automatically, not that I feel but they would jump the band
wagon and say that I argue for that because I am a person of color,
and I'm protecting the ESL kids and they refuse to see reasons...!
need to be assertive and remind them all about the experience I had if
I felt like those kids would feel so all the time. And if part of their
responsibilities is to provide kids with access to education without...
identi1' color, and they didn't do it... So at that point, I have to be
assertive and I have to let them know and accept the fact that "Yes,
I'm a minority; I'm not one of you, and I'm speaking from
experience and I want you to be aware of your unconscious
prejudice." Because of that, it was not me who did not see it but it
was them who came across as being prejudiced. That set me apart
and put me in an adversarial position with them.
Here's another example, and this makes me very mad, It
just happened a couple of weeks ago... The bathroom of the boys
has some kind of graffiti about Pokemon... and you know, kids in
school regardless of, of what race, they play Pokemon and they hid it
in their back pack and they talked about it all the time. One teacher,
male teacher walked to me and said this, "There is some graffiti in
the boy's bathroom and it seems like ESL kids." I looked at him and
I asked him, "What do you mean by that? How did you know it's
ESL kids?' And he said, "Oh, I taught ESL before I know the
syntax." And I told him, "Do you know how many kids play
Pokemon is one thing, how many kids in this class Caucasian and
otherwise couldn't even read and write? They don't have syntax,
what makes you be an authority to say these are ESL kids before you
even investigate that." But the whole point is this that teacher came
to me... as anESL teacher rather than going to the principal and
raises his concern and have it investigate. Now I asked him, I said,
"Why do you come to me?! do not do discipline in school" and!
asked him, "Do you come to me because you think that! am teaching
ESL and! am not Caucasian therefore! will be responsible for the
ESL behaviors?' He couldn't answer. But that was one of many
incidents that I have to deal with in school.121
Sang also ifiustrated what it was like for him to be a minority engineer:
Well, it was hard cause at times, I think I can lose my job if!
cannot communicate, understand what they say and do the job
effectively....But maybe just what I'm seeing; maybe they don't see
that. I sort of go along with whatever they say and at times when I
don't understand what they' re talking about, certainly I will ask
them to explain what it is that they are talking about. And I think that
it's just the nature of the job and so I mean we can go on talking and
then certainly there are times when they still don't understand what
you are talking about even though you're trying to explain to them
the technical stuff, they understand they still like OK, go along.
Maybe just how the work is...Maybe it has nothing to do with
English and may be just how I am. I do have a selective hearing or
listening. Usually I listen to you if only I'm interested in what you're
talking about. At times I don't listen no matter what you're saying, I
don't understand what you're talking about.
He continued sharing his being preoccupied with the language barrier and
how hard he had to prove that he was "competent" in his job:
Well, you know in America wherever you go, you walk in,
the majority are White people, you're always standing out...
Basically if you're not White then you know like I'm Vietnamese and
I mean you're a minority.., and as a minority, you always have to
prove that you're capable of speaking English and understanding
what they're talking about, and do your job. At many times you have
to prove that you can understand what they are talking about, and
prove that you can do the job. So that's one side of being a minority,
I'm not White. Basically you're non-White, you are, you know
foreigner and English is your second language. To be successful in
America, you have to speak English well and understand what they
are talking about. And you have to prove whoever you work with,
you have to prove to them that you can talk to them, communicate,
and solve the problems. It's hard and you know it's part of the job, I
think. I mean... let say if! were White, obviously my English is my
first language, then I won't have to think twice about my English
skill, whether they understand me or not. So, in the job place, you
have to prove yourself that you can speak the language, you can
understand, and that you can do the job as well as the Caucasians.122
CHAPTER5:DATA INTERPRETATION
(REFLECTION ON THE PARTICIPANTS' LIVED EXPERIENCES)
In regard to phenomenological reflection, Van Manen explained: "It is to the
extent that my experiences could be our experiences that the phenomenologist wants
to be reflectively aware of certain experiential meanings" (1990, p.57).In that
tradition, I am going to present in this chapter my reflection on the refugee
experience, using my intuition, imagination, and universal structures to obtain a
picture of the dynamics that underlies the participants' refugee lived experiences
(Moustakas, 1994). The chapter includes two main parts: a) Reflection on living in
the United States and b) reflection on working in the United States. Since the
experiential meanings presented in this chapter are my reflection on the participants'
lived experiences, I will follow Van Manen's (1990) suggestion to use the pronoun
"we" to describe our common lived experiences. Van Manen illustrated this point:
In actual phenomenological descriptions one often notices
that the author uses the "I" form or the "we" form. This is done not
only to enhance the evocative value of a truth experience expressed
in this way, but also to show that the author recognizes both that
one's own experiences are the possible experiences of others and also
that the experiences of others are the possible experiences of oneseW
Phenomenology always addresses any phenomenon as a possible
human experience. It is in this sense that phenomenological
descriptions have a universal (intersubjective) character. (1990,pp.
57-58).123
Reflection on Living in the United States
As Vietnamese refugees living in the United States, we arestruggling
through the process of resettlement and acculturation for survival and successin the
new environment. We have to learn theAmerican culture to predict new human
behaviors. We have to assume different roles and different responsibilities to
respond to the emerging needs in the new society. We also have to interact with
culturally different people. We all feel that these people tend to have prejudices
against us. We are also required to learn English to communicate with other people
around us so that we can be in "control of our situation." We are caught in those
unavoidable main survival activities while having to continue our life as if we were
still ni Vietnam.
In the beginning when we did not understand the American values yet, we
only saw their negative aspects from our Vietnamese perspective. We were not
open-minded enough to understand the meaningful aspects of the new culture.
When we suffered from underemployment and discrimination, we used to secretly
condemn the Americans as "individualistic" (seffish), "too money-oriented"
(inhumane competition, exploitation, interest as life goals), "superficial" (lack of
sincerity and depth in friendship), "impersonal and insolent" (lack of propriety and
hierarchical beauty), and "too mind-oriented" (lack of compassion and heart-
orientation). We then believed that the Vietnamese way of living was the best and
Vietnamese culture was full of reason and sentiments. Nga illustrated how she
judged American values, "Individualism would mean, would mean to me that you124
serve yourself first, your interest, your life, your success would be priority and yours
alone. You don't share that with other people whether it is for your parents or your
family or the honor whatever it doesn't exist in individualism... So I don't see it
exists in my family."
The ironic point was that the more we felt abandoned and discriminated by
the people in the new culture, the more we stuck to our parental past values,
rejecting and condemning the American values. During the process of acculturation,
at different speeds, we all were moving toward tolerating, understanding, and
accepting many significant American values.
When we started to understand some meaningful aspects of the host culture,
we thought that the new ways of living might be good but they were good only for
Americans. As Vietnamese, we believed that we should follow our traditional way
and we should not lose our root. We still perceived the world through the light of
our Vietnamese culture. The more we succeeded in interacting with Americans, the
less rigid we became. We gradually developed an insight into the American way of
living and understand it in an experiential manner rather than an intellectual manner.
Many of us have adopted and integrated the new value of individual freedom into
ourselves. Nga illustrated what the positive aspects of individualism later meant to
her in America:
Individualism to me, to my own definition, reflect on my life
would be I have to rely on myself to get where I want to go, set the
goal and achieve that... try to conduct myself in the way that would
make me feel proud of who I am... To do the best that I can, to
prove to myself not to other people that I am capable. My success125
would not be credited to me alone. I would not come out and say
that I did it all by myself Most parts of it, I would have to do on my
own, but I gave credit to the support, the encouragement and
sometimes just be able to talk to my brothers and sisters and share
the feeling that I have during the time that I set to achieve my goals.
And so individualism to me, in a simple term that I have to set out
and do what I have to, to the best of my knowledge and ability...
Vietnamese Culture in the American Context
As refugees, we all share the same struggle about how to come to terms with
the differences and conflicting values between our families and ourselves in the new
society where individual freedom is emphasized. In Vietnam, we were always taught
to think of our family first, then to think of ourselves later.
In America, we feel torn between loyalty to the family and authenticity to
ourselves. Part of us is for our family, part of us is for ourselves. Our family
becomes both a source of support and of pressure. We all feel partly proud of, partly
guilty toward our family. We have been dancing between the negative impacts and
the traditional support of our family, between family unity and individual freedom,
between interdependence and independence, between preserving the traditional
Vietnamese culture and acculturating to the American culture. Continuously and
diligently working toward the impossible task of harmonizing those two conflicting
values in the new cultural context, we enrich our lived experiences but also suffer
from those dilemmas. The process seems to be on going. We all have an optimistic
hope in the future toward a new emerging third culture, encompassing both our
traditional family-oriented culture and American culture with its emphasis on
individual freedom.126
We stifi feel we are an inseparable part of our family. It is "rooted" in our
culture. The support is always there for us as Cao put it, "If my father is not there,
then my brother will take over the boat so you can see that the structure is rooted in
the family. It's very important to have that support." We make every effort to pull
our family members together because when we live with the whole family we feel
connected. But in this new society, "We have to go where the jobs are" and we can
only get back to our family when we have vacation time. In spite of disagreements,
conflicts, and even fighting, we always like to be around with our family. Sang
stated, "... the Vietnamese culture, you know, we tend to, I think, put up with each
other's problem and stick around, and we try, we learn how to live together even
though occasionally we do fight but we still stick around, we're not separated
easily."
Our personal identity is merged with our family and our well being is realized
through it. For many of us, family means more than the combination of the extended
family and the nuclear family of this generation. We believe that our dead ancestors
are permanently alive within our hearts. Through our annual ancestor worship, we
memorize and recognize their good deeds for the survival and unity of our family
through generations.
Individual freedom in the American culture becomes an attractive value to
each of us. Cao stated, "I think I didn't really recognize "individualism" until high
school because I'm always taught thinking collectively, thinking in the culture
upbringing, thinking collectively you always... So... it was kind of a new concept127
for me but also it's something I later find that I like it. I enjoy having that
autonomy." However, when we become to be more on our own, we tend to feel
uncomfortable and even guilty. The change process is not smooth and easy as Cao
shared:
I always consult with family, my parents, older brother, saying, "This
is what I'm going to do" and almost always ask permission for them to allow
me to do that, but when I found out that is the source of strengthwithin the
structure of family, but later on I feel that: "No, I need to develop of who I
am as an individual... I need to find that path for myself." I can consultwith
them but I try not have them influence in my decision making... my thinking
somehow, it turns out more individualistic thinking.
We all want to maintain our traditional culture and embrace the new values
of the American culture. As successful professionals in the United States, we tend to
move toward the American side with discomfort, uneasiness, and even guilt toward
our family and our tradition. We are well aware that mastery of the American
culture and the English language is a necessity for survival and professional success
in this new land.
New Roles and Responsibilities
As soon as we arrive in the new land, cultural and linguistic changes force us
to redistribute labor and modiI' the traditional roles we hold in our family. Sang
described how he attained his new role, "Actually, I am the one that could
understand English more than any of them in the family, and so, so actually I end up
doing a lot of works, a lot of talking with others, you know, White people, with128
other English speaking people, uh, I got to interpret, translate what other's talking
about."
The new cultural context imposes new requirements and responsibilities on
each of us. We receive them and respond accordingly with endurance, tenacity, and
creativity, accepting that they are a necessity for the survival and success of our
families and ourselves. This is an on going difficult process. Cao explained his new
role as the peacemaker:
I mean it's a process, I mean even today after my twelve,
thirteen years of marriage and I find myself play a lot of... many
different roles. I play the role, you know, like liaison person for my
parents to understand where my wife comes from and her feeling
because of her own family structure too, individual thinking unlike
collective thinking. I feel myself being an ambassador for both sides.
We are overwhelmed and ambivalent about these duties. We feel partly
proud of our new roles, but partly uncomfortable with them. Nga ifiustrated her new
role as the substitute mother, "It was diflicult. So I worked two jobs and my other
sister worked two jobs so we can rent a place big enough for all 12 of us together...
Hard! It's such a job... Such a job! They all look up to me to get advice and they
all asked me what to do... And on top of that, I have to make sure that they have
everything that they need..."
No matter how we experience these role changes, we move on looking
forward to establishing stability and predictability in the future. Culturally, we have
continuously suffered from inflicting pains incurred by external forces such as
natural catastrophes and foreign invaders. Therefore, we tend to look deeper into129
the crises and drastic changes to expect emerging opportunities and better luck in
the future. We diligently adapt to severe environments to survive and prevail.
However, we all resist the changes in the beginning and eventually give up our
resistance with reluctance and nostalgia. Then we all develop a need to address new
meanings to the new roles and come to terms with them. To make sense out of this
new experience, the peacemaker turned his new role into amission. He felt good
about making peace between his Caucasian wile and his family, and then between
Americans and Vietnamese. The substitute mother also had to understand and
accept the new difficult responsibilities imposed on her due to the absence of her
mother in the new society. She learned to feel proud of this important new role and
of the new relationship between her siblings and herself. The interpreter was not
very comfortable with his new role but he accepted itwith reluctance because he
recognized that these responsibilities were necessary and indispensable for the
survival of his family. He gradually learned to be proud of helping his family to
communicate with Americans. Dealing with drastic changes including role changes
is an unavoidable aspect of life, especially in this highly industrialized and
computerized society. We are well aware of that necessity of change but somehow
we wish we would not have to experience it. We always dream of thestable,
orderly, and predictable life we used to have in our past. Sang talked about the
ambivalent feelings toward his new responsibilities: "... Well I didn't really like to
do that at all because I wasn't really fluent with English at that time I did what I130
could, given nobody else around understand more than I do... Yeah, I did O.K.,I
did help my family move along and... it was hard."
On the other hand, we somehow wish to maintain and preserve our
traditional well-defined roles in spite of drastic changes in the surrounding. When he
came to the United States, Cao stifi enjoyedbeing overprotected and pampered as
the youngest son in his family. As Vietnamese women, Nga and her sister continued
to sacrifice for their siblings, especially their brothers so that they could go toschool
full time. As the second son in his family, Sang still felt guilty when he could not
fulfill his role as a provider of financial help to his parents. We all are dimly aware of
the irrationality and unfairness of the hierarchical traditional roles that stemmed from
Confucianism in our family. However, we still feel that they are also beautiful,
orderly, and precious. We go on trying to perform those roles with loyalty, pride,
and happiness. They seem to be a real part of our own cultural identity that need to
be protected and preserved against the imposition of the new changes in this society.
At times, we do question them when we feel overwhelmed with conflicting demands
in the new cultural environment, but we know that they will stay with us for a long
period of time.
Discrimination
When we feel bad about a discrimination act intentionally or unintentionally
imposed on us, we tend to ignore it, rationalize to tolerate the seriousness of the act,
or confront the bigot to feel better. Each of the three ways of dealingwith131
discrimination is a creative, adaptive, and effective reaction for us to survive as
minority members in the new society. Ignorance means we only focus on our own
interests and we do not care about the bigot's opinions or behaviors as long as we
are self-confident and internally strong enough to take careof our negative feelings.
Cao believes that he now can ignore bigotry because he is more "mature" than
before. He talked about his experiencing discrimination when he was still
"immature" and weak.
Kids play basketball together or play sports in the gym,
and you know, I kind of want to join in and.., sometimes the
feedback that I get, you know, you know, "you're not good enough.
I don't want you to be on my team." They don't say that because I
am Asian or anything but I think that gestures give me the impression
that I am a different, I'm a minority. Therefore I'm... It does not
happen just once or twice but happens more than twice.
To Sang, ignorance has another meaningful aspect. He does not have time to
worry about other people's opinions and behaviors, especially whenthey are subtle
and indirect. If he feels bad about it, instead of confronting the bigot, he would talk
about his anger with his wife at home to feel better. This way of dealing with
discrimination does notonlymaintain harmony with people around us but also saves
us time spent with uneducable bigots. Sang illustrated this experience in hiswork
place, "... That's the fact; you are minority and you know, typical companies are
held by, you know, White management. So that's not a lot you can do... (silence)...
Just ignore it because you don't have proof, you don't have a concrete, it's just a
feeling and it's not something, if there's something concrete about it then you can
complain to somebody..."132
When Cao feels bad about being discriminated against, he deals with his
feelings through rationalization. This sense of being above and being superior to the
bigot helps us not only to alleviate our anger but also to understand and tolerate him
or her. Cao explained how he used his rationalization to deal with discrimination,
"Right now, you know I don't allow that to hurt my feeling anymore. I would
rationalize that may be that person...that person doesn't understand, you know,
what other cultures are....In my mind, when I rationalize that when a person says
something, I kind of analyze it, 'Why does that person say something like that out of
the blue?"
Nga tends to immediately ventilate her anger and confront the bigot on the
spot. Confrontation does notonlyhelp us alleviate our intense emotions but also
aims at correcting the bigot's behavior. Confrontation has several meaningful
aspects to us as minority members in the U. S. society. With confrontation, we can
regulate our own intense feelings and feel better. We can educate the bigot about
ourselves and his or her alienation, and we can prevent him or her from continuing
to impose prejudice and discrimination on our compatriots and other minority
groups.
When discrimination is overwhelming, we tend to shrink back to protect
ourselves because we do not have energy to do the impossible task of educating and
or correcting too many "alienated" and uneducable bigots around us. Nga talked
about her being less assertive and less confrontational in some of her previous work
settings. She stated, "It makes me tired all the time when I have to be on the133
defensive side, I mean all day like that.... Moving me toward depression and the
feeling that it was a mistake to come here and work in a factory where I don't
consider being treated as equal..." Cao only has energy and time to confront and
educate his co-workers. Sang does not see the necessity and the effectiveness of
confrontation. Sometimes, we are pushed to the point where ignorance and
rationalization are no longer sufficient defense methods. We then play the game of
the bigots, pretending to be what they believe us to be. We exaggerate our role of
being inferior, dumb, and naïve. We feel better to play that game with them and we
move on with our lives.
Oppression of the English Language
When we cannot communicate with mainstream people, we feel powerless
and unable to control the situation. We all recognize that one of the most powerful
tools to understand the new environment is the ability to communicate with other
people so that we can learn the new rules and master the new game to survive,
succeed, and excel. We become lost in that struggle without being able to stop and
question the meaning of what we are doing. We continue to lose our language,
cultural identity, and tradition while striving for English mastery and American
acculturation to enhance our power and control over the new environment. The loss
of control and power due to the language barrier is so overwhelming that we
concentrate all of our efforts and time to learn English with the hope that we can
control the environment again. Cao illustrated this feeling of anger and frustration,134
"... where I try to express myself or express myfeeling, sometimes I feel that I am
not being heard or may be because of mypronunciation, I am misunderstood and
sometimes people don't understand what I'm trying to say...frustrated, angry and
mad, those are typical feelings when people not understandwhat I'm trying to say."
Our mother tongue, the Vietnamese language graduallyloses its power and
becomes limited in regard to its utility. In career training andeducation, English is a
prerequisite for most of the programs in colleges and universities.Everything is
taught in English, and English writing is a requirement for anycollege degree.
Outside the school setting, people also measure English ability in order tohire, fire,
and promote in career competition and advancement. The uselessness ofVietnamese
and importance of English lead us to an ongoing inferiority complex and an
incessant feeling of insolvable frustration. We feel inadequate about ourability to
communicate in English. The fear and anxiety of not understanding and making
others understand persist several years after our arrival to this new land. When
native speakers of English question our ability to communicate, we feel dumb,less
inteffigent, and less professional. The fear of losing the job due to our limited
English proficiency is always haunting those of us who are in technical fields
because we have to spend time learning and improving technical skills, and we do
not have enough time to learn English.
As non-native speakers of English, we feel like we are oppressed and
excluded from participating in many mainstream activities due to the language
barrier. The exposure of the Vietnamese accent and the exposure of our skin color135
as symbols of being different from thepowerful majority create in us a sense of
being embarrassed, "being less than" or even being abnormal. Everywhere we
experience a strange feeling of being naked and inferior. Nga elucidated this
experience:
For example, when people talk to you they don't look at you
in the eyes and instead of saying just in a normal way as you talk to
another Caucasian. They shorten their sentence, they use simple
language and they use hand gestures and just the demeanor of asking
and looking at you and constantly asking you, "You know what I
mean? You know what I mean?"... I could not make them
understand, for some reasons they continue to think that I was so
stupid, I did not know much, or, or maybe they thought that I came
from a place where there is no modem living or anything. I, I could
not make them understand that even though I tried very hard to
prove myself.
We gradually see that people intentionally or unintentionally use English as a
tool of oppression to exclude us from economic competition and success. We all
recognize that the policy of "English only" is institutionalized to maintain unity and
to enable official activities of the U.S. government; nevertheless, we stifi havethe
impression that it is also used as a means to maintain power and control of native
speakers over other newer refugee groups. This feeling becomes intense when we
start to experience what Sang said: "They use it against us." In my own experience
as a counselor at PCC, I was very angry when ENNL (English as anon-native
language) students were required to be placed into Wr 121 (a college English
composition class) before they were allowed to take college calculus math courses
in the new math reform program. I regard this new policy as an institutionalized
discrimination against the majority of ENNL students who can academically136
compete and excel only in mathematics and sciences in our society. Ngaillustrated
this point, "And it's also... the reason that they go... all go for that. It's also
because math is some kind of the universal language that they can express
themselves and explain easier than writing... And so they avoid all the courses or
fields that would be like social studies or lawyer, that will require a mastering of
English." The new math policy forces many non-native students to wait several
terms before we can start the long math sequence required as prerequisite courses
for any engineering and/or computer four-year program. Instead of continuing our
college education, many of us join the work force due to discouragement caused by
this exclusion policy. We become suspicious and start to question all newly
established requirements of communication skills (actually good English skill) in the
work place.
Despite our suspicion, we always recognize the importance and necessity of
the English language in the new society and we diligently study it every day. Nga
clarified her brothers' effort to learn English:
And in that town, you don't have a program that helps people
that have no language, no English. So either you sink or swim, and
they all enrolled in high school from 9 to 12 and of course, we had
some English from Vietnam then but it wasn't much, you got couple
hours a week, it wasn't much... So to them, every text book that
they have, was all scribbled with Vietnamese and a dictionary's
always in their back pack... And they spent hours studying the
vocabulary and tried to know how to spell that.
Some of us even develop emotional anxiety and depression due to the
impossibility of getting rid of our Vietnamese accent and of whitening our skin137
color. We always feel like being singled out since those two permanent "disabilities"
continue to exist in spite of our persistent effort to improve our spoken English
every day. We also feel that we are at the mercy of mainstreampeople who have the
right to choose whether they want to racially discriminate andlor use English against
us in the work setting. When some Caucasians decide todiscriminate against us
because of our skin color and/or our Vietnamese accent, we always have to deal
with that one way or another. To compensate for the two culturally fabricated
"disabilities" imposed on us by the mainstream society, we always have to prove that
we are as good as if not better than our mainstream colleagues. Weall feel that this
is very frustrating, energy consuming, and unfair for us all.
Looking forward to building a third culture in harmony for our adopted
country, we wish that mainstream people could be more sensitive to our diflicult
linguistic struggle and stop institutionalizing any unnecessary English requirements
to exclude us from participating in forming a better and more diverse America for
every "American."
A quote from Sang illustrates our experience related to the language barrier
and an ideal work setting, "... I think I probably feel more comfortable working
with non-White workers.., just because if I mispronounce a word, so do they. And
they will not come back and complain that my English is not sufficient enough to do
the job. Often people complain about you because your English is not well
therefore, you cannot do the job well."138
Reflection on Working in the United States
As refugees, we share several similarities in the processof our career
development. In spite of our previous education and work experiences, weall had to
start working in manual jobs while going to schoolin the evening to get American
professional training. Acquiring the English language was the main barrierin our
learning and training process, especially in the beginning. We alwayshad to adjust to
the new society and to reconcile conflicting values between the twocultures and
between ourselves and our families to come to terms with a newly formed
acceptable and workable third culture.
Since living and working are interwoven and inseparable, we also experience
in our work place what we experience in the society at large regarding the
previously mentioned four refugee themes. We all feel we are different, singled out,
and discriminated against. We have to deal with these issues every day in our own
creative ways.
We tend to see ourselves as being determined. However, we all change our
career goals and jobs severaltimes in ourlife. Cao's initial goal wasto becomea
priest and he ended up working happily as a youth counselor. Nga wanted to be a
journalist and then an accountant but she is now a dedicated teacher. Sang gave up
robotics to become a successful test engineer. Actually we move along our career
development process, responding and adjusting to whatever jobs are available and
relevant to us. Nevertheless, we want to believe that we rationally planned and
controlled that process toward our current profession. We tend to address subjective139
meaningful characteristics to our decision making process and to our current
professions, conveniently ignoring and forgetting the necessary unpleasant events
during our career development and in our current job.
Decision Making
In our Vietnamese culture, every time when we had to decide to do
something important for ourselves, we wanted every member in our family to help
us decide. If the decision led to success, we all enjoyed it.However, if the decision
was a failure, we did not suffer alone; the wholefamily shared the suffering. Even in
the new culture we try to preserve that family spirit. Cao explained, "That is rooted,
you know, not only in the family structure of the Vietnamese structurebut it is
rooted in the culture being part of the family ... If my father is not there, then my
brother will take over the boat so you can see that the structure is rooted in the
family. It's very important to have that support."
As a substitute mother, Nga also illustrated, "They all look up to me to get
advice and they all ask me what to do... And on top of that, I have to make sure
that they have everything that they need."
In Vietnam, we were but a part of our family. The concept of personal self
of our own happiness, and of our own life was very vague. We couldonlybe happy
if our whole family was happy. Experiencing happiness, sufferance, and even
depression seemed to be limited and shared. Our whole family was a personality in140
whom we were only a part. Each of our behaviors might honor or dishonor the
name of our family.
In the United States, we are first forced to decide for ourselves and then we
learn to appreciate being self reliant and independent. During the process of
acculturation, we feel less afraid of being lonely in our decisions. Gradually we can
look to ourselves for the decisions and choices to live by. We are able to
increasingly pay attention to our own center. We feel that sincerity to ourselves, to
what we are feeling and experiencing is as important as loyalty to our family.
Nevertheless, we seem to still navigate back and forth between the two
conflicting value orientations, trying to come up with a creative compromising
solution that works for each of us in our decision process. As refugees in the new
society, we are influenced by both our traditional values and the new inspiring
individual freedom as well as other American values when we make decisions. The
opposite pairs (i.e. family versus self, planning versus adapting to changes and
opportunity, rationality versus irrationality) constantly interact in our decision
making. We understand that our customs, values, attitudes, and beliefs are never
clearly separated and that they always interact with the new set of customs, values,
and beliefs in the American culture.
We make each career decision to respond to new opportunity and what is
available to us through our career development process. It is evolutionary and
developmental in nature. We all have to work in different manual jobs while going to
school to pursue a professional career. We always look for opportunities and luck to141
combine with our career planning. We want to have a sense of control over ourlife
but at times we feel like we cannot completely control and successfully planfor our
career goals. We somehow realize that wehave to flexibly adapt to the new cultural
environment and change and/or modify our career plan several times. Reflecting
back on our career development, we realize that we actually responded to changes
and seized opportunities rather than made plans and had control over our destiny.
Nga concisely illustrated this, "Yeah, it just happened, things in life, events happen
that just weave together, interact together that at some point it was so clear to me
that that's the way I want to go." She then confessed that she made the decision to
become a teacher out of her reaction to what happened to her rather than from her
setting goals and planning to work toward those goals:
I got into education because the job that I got in here first
was educational assistant, I didn't think about education then, it's
just a means to, to get me a living, to make a living and then continue
with my accounting, I didn't think much about that, but just as I go
through with everyday experience, I found that in some classes that I
was in, I was able to... to get my point across, so simple and so
quick, and I was intriguing that I never had any education classes or
anything to know about methodology, or strategy...
Similarly, Cao shared how he seized opportunity and finally became a youth
counselor, "I was kind of juggling career. I like but somehow drawing back about
working with people. I went into being a real estate. It wasn't satisfying... So I
went back., and so I decided to go back to the school of social work... I think a
combination of opportunity and also that feeling for work with kids and families.
And so opportunity presents, I apply for it."142
Sang also explained his career decision process as follows: "I don't know
exactly how I get into this . . .1 don't know how I made that decision but at the time,
you know, just like most high school kids when it'stime for them to go to college,
they don't know exactly what they want to do any way. You just happen to pick a
career and go with that."
Nevertheless, we still have the impression that we can control and have
power over our destiny and fate. The belief in and desire ofhaving control and
power over our own life allows us to gradually moveupward in our career
development process. We strongly believe that we are "determined" to work toward
our current career goal since the beginning of the process. Our decisions are
sometimes rational, sometimes irrational but we tend to focus on and remember the
rational decisions more. Nga illustrated:
The truth is once I make decision about something, I very
much go through it and believe in myself... When I chose to go into
education regardless of my accounting background, and knowing
that I would get in debt myself, and not even know that, that I would
make a good teacher or not, but I believe that I can give it a try, ff1
don't try I wouldn't know.
Influential Factors in the Career Decision Making Process
In regard to career related values and the meaningful characteristics of their
job, each participant appears to see his or her job in his or her unique way; however,
the values and interests in their jobs somewhat reflect the values and meanings of
both the traditional Vietnamese culture and the newly learned American culture.143
The meaningful characteristics of the career lie in what we enjoy doing in our
jobs. The most obvious common meaningful characteristic seems to be whether we
can use our expertise to help or satisf other people. Cao strongly believes that he
can "make a difference" and feels happy when he can help his clients and their
families. Nga enjoys seeing her students "learn and grow." Sang feels "good and
competent" when he makes his boss happy and gets things done.
As professionals, we tend to forget ourselves and focus on helping other
people to meet their needs without being aware that we also need to take care of
ourselves. The happiness and satisfaction of the significant other become our
happiness and satisfaction. That significant other may be a client, a student, and/or a
supervisor in our work setting. This sense of altruism always interacts with our
newly learned individualism in every human contact we encounter. The emphasis on
either value seems to shift back and forth, depending on whether we perceive the
person as being on our side or not.
Since we cannot separate our working from our living, we tend to pay
attention to the meaningful aspects of our job as they relate to the significant others
in our family. Cao believes that his job provides him with the opportunity to be a
role model for his own children. Nga's long summer vacation with her family is a
very meaningful characteristic of her teaching profession. Sang also feels proud and
happy when his wife and her family appreciate his making good money to support
his family.144
Regarding job security, we all feel good about our stable job and the
predictable income we earn every year. However, we tend to continually move
upward whenever we have a chance to promote ourselves. The needs for career
stability and career challenge somehow are not mutually exclusive. They always
exist side by side in our career development process. We always find ways to
address positive meanings to either the security of our stable job or the challenge of
job change.
How to maintain job security may mean different things to each of us. The
emphasis on who can control the sense of career security shifts from Sang's
complete reliance on his employer, "you need to do your job in order to keep your
job... I feel secure in my current job... I can do what's expected of me," to Cao's
reliance on both his employer and himself "... county goes by seniority and also I
have a degree, and I'm bilingual, bicultural; and so it's very secure..." and finally to
Nga's complete self-reliance. She clarified, "I feel very secure in my teaching, that I
possess the knowledge that's required, that I have training more than enough to
serve me in doing my job and that's the security that I feel.I don't have to try to
hide my incompetence or try to make it look good when it is not."
The awareness of the particular personality trait "being determined" is the
obvious shared characteristic of all the three successful Vietnamese refugee
professionals in the process of pursuing their career goal. "Being determined" for us
also implies Cao's persistence "When I set out to do things I like to accomplish
things. I don't like to leave things undone", Nga's goal-orientation "when I set goals145
I have to go to get there... doesn't matter what's in between," and Sang's senseof
achievement, "If I want to achieve something I will, you know, will try to get it."
Commitment to what they are interested in seems to be one of the most
important factors that emerged from the participants' sharing. However, the
participants all talked about how they flexibly changed their tentative plans when
they encountered adverse difficulties or when new opportunities were presented to
them.
We all learn and understand that being determined means commitment to the
process of setting a goal, working toward the goal and also stayingwith the goal. In
reality, we all change our career goals and jobs several times in our life. However,
we tend to identiI,' that change process with a sense of continuity andconmionality,
excluding and or conveniently forgetting many jobs that were unrelated to our
current profession. We sometimes realize that our commitment and stubbornness
seem to come from our strong desire to achieve, compete, and excel in any
attainable career goal available to us.
Assertiveness is another personality trait that we all need to learn to survive
and excel as professional workers in the United States. However, while the majority
of us feel comfortable practicing assertiveness, some of us still feel uncomfortable
with it. Both Cao and Nga said that they were assertive but Sang said that he was a
quiet person. Sang encountered discrimination against him in a store and was very
angry. He just ignored it and later talked to his wile at home. Nga mentioned that in
some of her job settings, she never voiced her concerns because assertiveness did146
not work in those places. Cao ignored and walked away when he was told to go
back to his country. Awareness of selective assertiveness seems to be the common
trait of the three participants. Somehow, we seem to know when assertiveness
works or does not work for us. What is more important for us is the degree of
comfort we feel when deciding to be assertive or not. The attention paid to our
internal frustration seems to vary from Sang's ignoring his feelings to move on, to
Cao's shifting attention to try to rationalize why the Caucasians "with problems"
discriminate against him, then to Nga's ventilating her anger and confronting the
bigots.
Rather than having specific interests and clear career plans, we tend to
smoothly navigate along the stream of life, getting along with pulls and pushes from
the new society. Cao explained how he got into his current profession, "I think a
combination of opportunity and also that feeling for work with kids and families.
And so opportunity presents, I apply for it." Nga initially wanted to become a
journalist and then an accounting but after several trials she ended going into
education and became a teacher. She said, "When I chose to gointoeducation
regardless of my accounting background, and knowing that I would get in debt
myself, and not even know that, that I would make a good teacher or not, but I
believe that I can give it a try, ff1 don't try I wouldn't know."
Sang also gave up his initial interest in robotics and finally became a test
engineer. He talked about his decision to get into robotics, ".. .When you're talking
about robotics, you know, it's interesting; it's a fascinating field so I made the147
decision to switch to (name of the college). I talked with my family and they seemed
to like that also... I did get support from my ... my dad, my father and heagreed..."
Then Sang explained how he got into engineering without planning ahead of time, "I
don't know exactly how I get into this ... Well . . . You know, I don't know how I
made that decision... You just happen to pick a career and go with that and . . .It's
just because some counselor suggested that you can study engineering and
you can just pick that."
Job Satisfaction and Dissatisfaction
We feel confident about ourselves and our professional skills related to our
job. We also feel good when we help or please other people with our professional
services. We all know and experience job satisfaction. Beyond the differences due to
the nature of our jobs, we share some common core characteristics regarding job
satisfaction. We learn to do our jobs well (competency). We want to be rewarded
and/or paid adequately (recognition). We also want to see concrete results in our
work (a sense of achievement). Finally, we particularly want to have support from
our colleagues and/or administrators. Sang wants his boss to support and recognize
him while Nga and Cao like to have the support from their colleagues. Sang
illustrated, "You know, you can do the job and as long as they keep paying you well
for what you do. That's what's important." Cao also clarified, "I think feeling
supportive from your colleagues and from on, feeling appreciated when you do a
good job. I think those are the things that I think certainly, you know making me148
feel satisfied with what I do..." Nga explained what job satisfaction would mean to
her, "Job satisfaction would mean this, that I have the support from my colleagues,
the support from my supervisors, the materials, the needs that we have in order to
carry the job through, and to see that my students would learn and show the
results... So to me it has to have three parts like that."
However, job satisfaction means something beyond the categorical areas
such as competency, sense of achievement, and recognition. Our job satisfaction lies
in two main areas related to our own self-confidence and to others. We want to help
our students and/or our clients. We also want to please our bosses. Nga expressed,
"In my job right now, my students learn, study, show the results and that, that
makes me really happy." Cao similarly clarified how meaningful it was for him to
help other people:
helping parents when they are so confused about how to
deal with their kids, helping my case workers who get frustrated with
the case load or individual that they do not know how to deal with.
Those are the things I treasure because I know that... that I was
seeing in the poster some place. It was the picture of President John
F. Kennedy. It says, "One man can make a difference."
Sang also finds it important when he can satis1' his boss. He said, "That's
what's important... as far as you make the boss happy and you can finish the project
and get things done... Important it makes me feel good; feel that I can do the job;
that I'm competent of doing it."
Job satisfaction goes hand in hand with the dissatisfaction about the job. A
natural aspect of any job is its unavoidable dissatisfaction. It's a necessity that we149
have to deal with on a daily basis. We do not have a job that satisfies us every
moment of the day. We all are aware of the dissatisfaction but we tend to focus on
the satisfaction to justif' our staying with our current job. The common dislikes all
come from co-workers andlor people's behaviors and attitudesin the work setting.
We all recognize that human interaction in regard to control and power issues tends
to cause dissatisfaction in our jobs. Jealousy, competition, and the sense of"us
versus them" usually create tension and division in the work place. However,it
seems to be a necessity for all of us to create a common enemy to complain about.
Career Counseling
Career counseling is a very new concept that many of us are not familiar
with yet. We tend to equate career counseling with academic advising and career
information giving. The majority of us only have limited career counseling
experience. However, we agree that we need help from professional career
counselors regarding career information and guidance. While Cao stresses receiving
"professional advice and guidance," Sang focuses on getting sufficient information
of the "requirements" and Nga particularly believes that we can "get feasible,
effective way to choose a career and spend time in college." She illustrated:
I advised her to come and talk to a counselor in order to get
good advice on what would be feasible, effective way to choose a
career and spend time in college, and she did seek advice from the
counselor over there and that's how, that's how they advise her how
to divide her load, what classes that would be more preferable, to the
direction of her career, her choice of profession.150
For Sang, career counseling simply means: "Basically you ask questions and
the counselor will answer your questions and advise you what is a good choice for
that person. You just... not necessarily the counselor will pick the career for people
being counseled but outlining what are the requirements."
Cao also described about his career counseling experience as follows:
"I saw a vocational counselor as well, who's helping me searching for my
vocation.., what is that I want to do in my career... Certainly I don't feel the
pressure when I received advises from my career counselor. It's a kind of a neutral
space when I come to my counselor and say, 'I'm not sure what I want to do,' and
he would say, 'Well, just look at other options."
We expect the career counselor to provide us with job information but we
would like to decide for ourselves. We appreciate the counselor's reservation and
respect for our own ideasanddecision but somehow we still feel unsafe, lonely, and
"not really helped." The pride of being able to make our own choices always goes
hand inhandwith the loneliness of being afraid of the unknown outcome of our
decision. Partly, we still want to be told what to do. We somewhat miss the
structured advice from our family but we know that the experiences of our father
andlor big brother are no longer very usefulandeven valid in the new culture. In
this new society, we are confused about too many specialized professional
counseling services. Some of us think that there is no difference between counseling
and career counseling. Sometimes, we do not even know what career counseling is
and whether career counseling services are available in schools.151
Counseling Relationship
Both Cao and Nga stressed "trust and relationship" as the most important
factor in career counseling while Sang only mentioned about an "ongoing"
relationship he should have had with his counselors but he did not because they did
not have enough time with him like his father. Hisexpectation for a real long-term
relationship seems to be unrealistic and even impossible in a mainstream American
school counseling office. He explained, "All I had with the counselor was less than
an hour, of..., you know, of advice,getting information from the counselor.
Relationship between me and my father is an ongoing relationship, it's a long term,
it's a long time, it's ongoing, everyday as long as we live together. So that's the
difference."
Cao compared the relationship he had with a college counselor to a high
school counselor, "In college later, I feel that... that I was searching a vocation and
the counselor that I went to was very gentle; spent time with me; talked with me... a
Caucasian counselor and he was understanding I guess because we spent more time;
we met more frequently than whenI wasin high school. Highschool was a kind of a
quick thing. High school, it was no relationship then..."
As Vietnamese, we usually seek emotional help and advising from our family
where we have a well-defined ongoing support relationship in hierarchy. In the new
society, life is so complicated and different that our parents' traditional knowledge
and wisdom become insufficient and even inappropriate. Sang explained:152
The counselor does not make the decision for you, you have
to make the decision for you. ... but certainly you getthe benefit
from the counselor where, you know, the father doesn't know
anything or everything, while the counselor specifically... to be a
counselor you got to know what you're counseling about. So people,
client's seeking advice and information.., so it's best to speak to
counselors.
We do not only recognize the importance of professional career counseling
but we also enjoy and appreciate the sense of individual freedom andequality in the
counseling relationship as Cao illustrated, "I feel more freedom of speaking. I can
speak to the counselor freely, 'I'm not sure I like that path.' I don't feel restricted of
my expressions of my emotion, you knowof my feelings while I am going with that.
It's more freedom."
Similarly, Nga also confirmed the sense of equality she expected in the
counseling relationship:
Mutual, mutual understanding and supporting and lay out
the ground rules of there is no superior, inferior here, no right or
wrong, and to me counseling is like that no right or wrong,I can ask
any question and I can disagree and I can agree... Itis more in terms
of equal setting, provide support, provide more insight to certain
things because one person has more knowledge in that, but that does
not make me feel I am stupid.
We also want the counselor to be genuine, to be himself or herself rather
than to try to be Vietnamese and/or manipulate "techniques" to earn our trust. Nga
gave the following advice to mainstream counselors regardingthis expectation: "Be
yourself, don't try too hard to be different and don't try and don't, it's a paradox in
the way you cannot treat Vietnamese students or clients the same but in the way if153
you go all of your way to be different and it makes them feel awkward, so you have
to be yourself."
Somehow, we tend to see the counseling relationship as still missing
something that we highly value. It might be culturally inappropriate as Cao and Nga
felt or it might be superficial and too short as Sang experienced in his counseling
session. On the other hand, the ongoing hierarchical "real" relationship within our
family is still preserved and salvaged in spite of our parents' outdated knowledge
and insufficient wisdom in the new culture. We wish we could have an ideal
counseling relationship in which we experience both enjoyable and positive elements
of the two cultures.
Moving toward mainstreaniing ourselves, we now want to believe that the
race of the counselor does not make much difference in terms of enhancing the
counseling relationship. Cao clarified, ".. .Right now, it would not make any
difference if! consult with a Vietnamese or with a minority or a Caucasian
counselor cause I feel that I'm able to get...I'm now of... right now having goal,
setting goal, and achieving goal." Nga talked about her experience related to this
issue, "Frankly, whatever, whoever as long as that person is able to give me the
support that I need, it doesn't matter it is Vietnamese, he or she is Vietnamese,
other colored people, or white..." On the other band, some of us still cannot
completely trust White counselors yet. Sang illustrated his feeling of suspicion of
White counselors as follows: "If you are minority you usually try to guard against
the majority, so you usually feel uncomfortable with the majority, with White people154
around and you hang around with minority. Other colored people, you know, don't
discriminate against you, just give you a less chance of being discriminated against
just because they are themselves minority."
We all agree and believe that a Vietnamese counselor would better facilitate
and enhance the counseling relationship with Vietnamese clients because of cultural
and linguistic similarities. Cao explained:
Now when I consult with my Vietnamese co-workers, that's
different; that's stronger because we speak the language, then I
reverse to the language, my native language... That's certainly the
strong bond; there's no question about it. But when I consult with
other minorities that are not Vietnamese and Caucasian co-workers,
it's about the same kind of feeling.
Nga also illustrated, "If I have a counselor, a Vietnamese counselor, it would
prove easier in terms of language if we need to say something more deep down for
some reasons it would, I think the cultural barrier would be immediately removed
from there." Sang shared similar feeling in regard to having a Vietnamese counselor,
"I... I think to be served by a Vietnamese counselor it's sort of a little bit closer
relationship just because you are the same and you tend to believe in the information
and you feel that you're getting a good advice and good information." Nevertheless,
what is more important is the counselor himself or herself not his or her race.
Similar to Sang's suspicion of prejudiced White counselors, Nga warned against
biased Vietnamese counselors as follows:
If the Vietnamese counselor already has a preconceived
notion about what a woman should be, look like, be like, should act
like or preconceived notion about ability or judgment, that would be
a problem, a disadvantage. But if a Vietnamese counselor comes155
into a counseling session and did not have anyof those preconceived
notions and just open, and be professional, putaside personal
experience, personal cultural background, and that...would not be a
problem at all.
Working as Minority Professionals in the United States
As non-native minority professionals, we have tocontinuously learn to
understand the system and the mainstream culture tofunction effectively and
successfully. In addition to that, we feel like we have an extraduty to educate
mainstream colleagues about our people and our culture.Since we are bicultural and
bilingual, this expectation seems to be natural until wefeel overwhelmed with the
added responsibilities and start to question thefairness of the expectation as Cao
ifiustrated, "I think, I feel frustrated at times because I feelthat sometimes I have to
continue to educate attorneys, to educate the lawenforcement people because when
it comes to cultural issues, it seems there is alack of understanding... I feel like I
don't have to play that role."
We have a mixed feeling about our role as bilingual andbicultural
professionals. Part of us wants to be completely like a mainstreamfully qualified
professional because we do not want to be seen as "merely" aproduct of affirmative
action. Nga illustrated the ambivalent feeling toward this experience asfollows:
Administrators and teachers do not feel that I am qualified or
equal to them because I am bilingual. They make me feelthat I am
here as a product of affirmative action, but not equal or havingthe
qualification. They feel somewhat threatened that in the same
position offered because I am bilingual, I therefore take thejob away
from them. They might even degrade me because of mybeing
bilingual, bicultural.156
It makes me feel sad and at the same time angry, frustrated
with the system of institutionalized discrimination. I can't fight with
this system; I can't prove myseif any more than what I've been. I can
only do the best I could under certain circumstances to inform, to
educate, to confront, to criticize, or to ignore any unfair comments
or prejudice.
On the other hand, part of us wants to be a minority counselor because we
want to provide culturally appropriate services to our own people and webelieve in
the necessity and significant equalization of affirmative action. Moreover, we also
want to help mainstream people get used to diversity and morereadily accept
services from minority professionals in our increasingly diversified society.
When White Americans expect us to serve Vietnamese clients and/or
students, giving the impression that we can function well "only" with our own
people, we feel angry, degraded, and resentful. We actually want to be recognized
as qualified professionals who can effectively serveall clients and/or students as well
as any White professionals. Nga elucidated thisfeeling: "For example if we talk
about being teacher, at the meeting talking about the programs in the building. If
there's nothing specific then I am just a teacher as. . . many other teachers in the
building and if we would talk for a generic program that would not specffically
design for certain group of kids, then I'm OK. And everybody sees me OK..."
As minority professionals, we are forced to prove our competency both in
terms of professional skills and English communication skifis almost every day in our
work place. Sang shared his experience related to this issue as follows:
At many times you have to prove that you can understand
what they are talking about, and prove that you can do the job. So157
that's one side of being a minority, I'm not White. Basically you're
non-White, you are, you know foreigner and English is your second
language. To be successful in America, you have to speak English
well and understand what they are talking about. And you have to
prove whoever you work with, you have to prove to them that you
can talk to them, communicate, and solve the problems.
We are expected to work harder and smarter than our mainstream colleagues
because we know another language and another culture Cao explained this
experience in his own words:
I feel like I almost... I work like almost double, triple. I have
to work harder not just for myself but for the community at large and
also the Asian community, specffically and also the community at
large... And so I feel as a minority, I need to work harder because
from that aspect... because I almost have a mission... Sometimes I
feel pressured and sometimes I feel that still I'm not being heard.158
CHAPTER 6: SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS
My Final Reflection on the Essence of the Refugee Experience
Four existential themes suggested by Van Manen (1990), namely temporality
(lived time), spatiality (lived space), corporeality (lived body), and sociality(lived
relationship to others) are helpful to an understanding of our refugee experience. I
would like to weave my phenomenological description through the existentialsof
those themes, particularly spatiality and sociality where the Vietnamese refugee
seems to experience dramatic changes.
Being refugees in the United States is being deprived of the familiar lived
spaces and lived relationships that we havebuilt up for years. We experience a sense
of loss of control in the unfamiliar environment, one in which we can no longer use
our knowledge to predict, survive, and succeed bothin life and in work. We all have
to unlearn and modify our customs, values, attitudes, and beliefs in the newcultural
milieu. In regard to our lived relationship, we also lose the support and communion
we had in the Vietnamese society. Due tocultural conflicts and different degrees of
acculturation, even our family members sometimes become a source of our
emotional difilculties.
While striving to maintain our well being against internal and external
upsetting forces of drastic and unfamiliar changes, we gradually move toward
establishing a new lived space and new relationship for our survival in the US
society. With our strong desire to achieve and succeed in our career, we take every159
opportunity to include in our general, flexible, and even vague plan to move toward
becoming professionals.
The Vietnamese home provides us with a sense of togetherness and
connectedness to our family. Regret, discomfort, uneasiness, and even guilt are
mentioned when we have to break away from our family or decide to go for
something against the wish of our significant others. Our family then turns from a
source of support into a source of pressure. Oursignificant others might become a
sick part of our own self, creating emotional pain that we cannot get rid of. Sang's
uneasiness of not being able to financially help his mother, Nga's regret toward her
father, and Cao's guilt feeling toward his parents seemed to haunt them for a long
period of time.
Both individual freedom and family obligations reside within ourselves. We
have a simultaneous need for the two values. When they are in conflict, we all want
to look for a reconciliation. Between these two values, we usually have tochoose
one over the other to make a particular decision. Both Ngaand Sang chose
individual freedom and they both continue to feel uneasy with their parents. Cao
obeyed his family's wishes to enter the priesthood training, yet he found out that it
was not for him and felt unhappy. When he decided to give up thepriesthood, he
again felt intensely guilty. We continually have to make choices between our
traditional Vietnamese values and American values. We feel torn between and
always forced to make choices one way or the other, even though deep in our heart,
we wish that we could satisQ,r both. We always want tomake peace and bring160
harmony and a third culture to reconcile the two systems of values. Nowand then,
we take time to identii' ourselves eitherwith our individual self or our family self,
existing side by side in our heart.
In the new society, with the majority of people from a different race, we
constantly feel that our body is being exposed, watched, and measured bythe
"White" standard. Our yellow skin and the shape of our eyes single us out from the
mainstream. We usually feel "strange," different, and even "abnormal." Our "lived
body" now has a different and strange meaning to us due to the minority condition
we experience in the United States. We neverhad this feeling of being exposed
when we were in Vietnam.
In terms of our lived relationship to others, we all feel we are different and
discriminated against and have to deal with these issues in our own creative ways.
Cao rationalizes that discrimination is created by individual Caucasians with
problems and that nothing is wrong with him. He only feels frustrated when he tries
to educate and explain to them and they cannot or do not hear him. Ngathinks that
discrimination happens to her because her Caucasian colleagues think that she is
"not one of them." She does not believe that she needs to educate them since it is
their problem and they should find a way to educate themselves. However, she tends
to emotionally respond to bigotry and injustice in a direct and spontaneous manner.
She often uses her indignant righteousness to confront discrimination and prejudice.
Even though confrontation works well for her, she still feels frustrated and angry
because quite a few Caucasians continue exerting power and discriminating against161
her. Sang deals with discrimination in his own creative way. He believes that
Caucasians use the English language as a tool of oppression against non-native
speakers of English because they cannot understand and speak English well. He feels
like he needs to try to overcome discrimination by improving his English as much as
he can Sang still feels very anxious about losing his job because of his limited
English proficiency. He wishes that he could be a native speaker of English to
eliminate his Vietnamese accent and the fear of losing his job.
The relationship with others also implies our mixed expectation of both a
sense of hierarchical order and a sense of equality. Within ourtraditional family, we
still enjoy the respect for our parents and older brothers and sisters. Outside the
family we start learning to appreciate equality in a variety of relationships.
We want to learn the new game, and adjust to the new culture as fast as
possible to economically compete in the free market of the new society. Meanwhile,
we are deeply aware that the Americanization process is never easy.Our colored
skin always stands out. Our foreign accent is forever there in spite of our extreme
effort to rid ourselves of it and become more American and more "professional." We
become very sensitive to those differences, especially when mainstream people
exercise their discrimination against us.
We develop different strategies to survive and succeed as refugees in the
United States. We all struggle to acquire survival skills, such as speaking basic
English, understanding American people and culture, getting and retaining manual
jobs that are available for us. This process is a long, difficult, and humiliating162
process. It deprives us of our own language,culture, and the previous education and
professional experience we have accumulated. While we are trying to adjust and be
accepted in the new society, we are somehow aware that Caucasians "do not see us
as one of them." Moreover, due to our accentand our skin color, we also feel that
we are so different that it is almost impossiblefor us to be melted in the "melting
pot." The ambivalent feelings toward the new people and the new culture linger on,
constituting a very unfamiliar and uncomfortable reality for us. We always want to
escape from that unavoidable painful reality. Sometimes wedelve into the golden
past, taking refuge in the nostalgia of the pre 1975 Vietnamese society.Sometimes
we plunge into the future fantasy with the hope that the newsociety wifi soon
become a real multicultural and multiracial society where justice for all, equal
treatment, and peaceful coexistence among races prevail. During the first period of
resettlement, we rarely pay attention to our present moment in terms ofjoy, hopes,
dreams, and enjoyment. Instead we become lost and preoccupied with unpleasant
daily activities.
In our culture, crisesimplyopportunities. Many of us have turned the loss of
our country and the refugee experience into a variety of opportunitiesfor ourselves.
Each of the three participants and I went back to college in the evening to complete
our degrees and become qualified professionals in the new society. AsVietnamese
Americans, we have more advantages and more opportunities than our counterparts
anywhere in the world. Looking back to the painful relocation and adjustment
experiences during the first few years in this country, we sometimes think that we163
have enriched ourselves. We appreciate the opportunitiesAmerica offers to refugees
like us. We also enjoy the material possession and the technologicalfacilities we
could have never dreamt of when we were stifi in Vietnam. However, wedo not
focus on these pleasant experiences; we tend to pay more attention to andtalk more
about the above-mentioned painful themes we suffer.
As professionals, we have been gradually moving out of theadjustment
difficulties of our career development process in the new society. Actually, we have
been enriched by the two cultures, and we have successfully come to termswith the
reconciliation between our family and our individual freedom. We all accept and
even integrate this new value of individualismand feel good about it.
Despite our feelings of being oppressed and discriminated against, we all
recognize that the United States is the best place where minority people like us are
allowed and even encouraged to voice our concerns. Observing the successful
achievements of previous immigrant groups such as the Irish, the Italians, the Jews,
and African Americans, we always hope that we will be able to contribute to
forming a new America for our Asian children too. Nevertheless, weknowthat it is
still a long way for us to go. Cao illustrated our persistent optimistic hope in the
future: "I always continue to open my mind and my heart to learn about new things,
about having appreciation not only for, I mean this American culture. What is
American culture any way? I mean after all, this is a country that so many cultures
make up this country."164
The new roles we assume are also very meaningful to us. In spite of their
difficult and heavy responsibilities, they also provide us with pride and satisfactionin
regard to helping our families. On the other hand, we somehow want tomaintain
and preserve our traditional roles in spite of drastic changes in our surroundings.
The language barrier is probably the most obvious obstacle for our career
success. With limited English proficiency, weexperience a sense of loss of control
over the environment. It also slows down ourlearning process in every situation,
particularly for those of us who come to the United States at an older age.
Whenever it is possible, we diligently and intensively learn English every day, every
hour, and even every minute.
As successful professionals, we do not feel victimized by the overwhelming
change and adverse environment. We constantly adjust, learn, and come up with
creative solutions in the new cultural context. Looking back to our career
development, we all feel a strong sense of achievement and satisfaction. However,
we are still continually working on compromising the twocultures to form a better
third culture, not only for ourselves but also for our children. Our experience of
racism, bigotry, and discrimination is still an ongoing struggle. Yet, we all
optimistically believe that we shall overcome it in the future, especially when class
division and jealousy among different races no longer exist, thanks to the prosperity
of the new global economy.
We have to interact in the new environment without our mother tongue and
without our habitual way of doing things. Despite our effort to play the game of the165
new society, we feel dumb, disabled, andfrustrated because we are only beginners.
We feel like we are babies, learning how to crawl among walking mainstreamadults.
However, with extreme effort and commitment to learn the new rules and the new
game for several years, we are now able to walk and even runwith native-born
White Americans. Unfortunately, we believe that White Anglo Americans still
maintain exclusive rules that persons of color and non native speakers of English can
never learn. We realize that either we have to accepttheir exclusive rules and always
feel inferior and deficient due to our accent and skin color, or we have to find ways
to change their monopoly rules and game.
In regard to making important decisions in life, partly we want to decide for
ourselves, partly we want other people to decide for us and with us. On the one
hand, we want to take responsibility for our choices because we feel proud of being
able to take care of ourselves without having to rely on anybody. On the other hand,
we want to share that responsibility with other people,especially our significant
others because we feel lonely and insecure about the unknown future of our
important choices. Sometimes the fear of the unknown is so overwhelming that we
deeply experience a sense of powerlessness and total loss of control over what might
happen as a result of our planning and our decisions. In the new society, when too
many opportunities are given to us, we feel uneasy and confused. We sometimes
wish we could be told by our experienced significant others what to do so that we
can feel safe, shared, and less responsible for the possible failure of ourimportant
decisions in our future life.166
Awareness of the unexpected factors of life's absurdity and our human
limitations prevents us from carefully planning for our career and our life ahead of
time. We tend to move along the stream of life, responding spontaneously to
changes in our career development process. Nevertheless, we have partially learned
to set goals and make plans for our future careers, and we subjectivelyfeel good
about having a sense of control over our future and our life. We recognize that the
new society does encourage, facilitate, empower,and allow us to control our life to
a certain extent. Nevertheless, we do notcompletely believe in it.
When we choose a career, we think of the compensation (money),
pro fessionality (training and education), marketability(employability), and so on. On
the other hand, we also pay attention to those characteristics that are subjectively
and personally meaningful to us. Our choice may be socially irrational but personally
meaningful to us. Neither Cao nor Nga chose to make a lot of money as a real estate
agent and an accountant. Instead, Cao chose to become a counselor to help juvenile
children and Nga decided to be in the teaching profession to help ESL students.
Job satisfaction means different things to each of us but we all feel we need
the support and recognition of other people in our work setting. Without their
support, we do not feel satisfied with our profession in spite of the fact that we are
competent to do our job. Unfortunately, due to our racial, cultural, and linguistic
differences, we rarely get the support from our mainstream colleagues who compete
with us, probably out of jealousy, prejudice, and ignorance. We continually try to167
connect our job satisfaction to our family because wesomehow understand that our
happiness depends on both.
From Lived Experiences to Literature and Theories
(Implications for Career Counseling and Research)
This study, unlike the majority of previous quantitative research, did notaim
at testing or proving any particular theoreticalframework and/or assumptions to be
right or wrong. Instead, it only sought to understand the meanings ofthe
Vietnamese refugee experience pertaining to their living and working in theUnited
States. This portion therefore, goes beyond pure phenomenology inregard to
providing implications for career counseling and research. Although Van Mannen
(1990) does not recommend writing comparisons, suggestions and implicationsin
phenomenological research, Moustakas (1994) suggests comparing the research
findings with prior studies and writing outcomes in terms of social and professional
implications (pp. 159-172). I am biased toward Moustakas' position regarding this
added portion due to the profound impact of racism on refugees and my professional
commitment to improve career counseling for Vietnamese clients.
I agree with Foucault that "truth and fact are never theory-independent; they
are as much social constructions as are themesand values" (1980, p. 21). I believe
that the four refugee themes of this study will help career counselors understand and
then hopefully empathize with the difficulties and challenges of the Vietnamese
client in America. Information shared by the participants regarding their career168
development might open up new avenues for further phenomenologicalresearch into
areas, such as different interactive elementsof expectation from the counseling
relationship, career-related values reflecting family interdependence, family
obligation, and individual freedom.
The result of this study concurs with the findings of Kinzie and his
colleagues' quantitative study(1982)that western psychological constructs are not
defined, understood, and experienced the same way across cultures. However, the
exposure to the American culture according to theparticipants of this research,
might have an influence on their understanding of American concepts such as
"career counseling," "counseling relationship," "career interest," and "job
satisfaction." None of the participants were familiar with Holland's interest
constructs, Super's self-concept and the constructs of his developmentaltheories.
Cao did not even make a distinction between "career counseling" and "counseling."
Also, Sang thought that counseling is offered by a professional and that advising is
casual help from friends or family members. Since much of the inequity of
counseling services to minority clients is due to different cultural expectations and
cultural values (Brower,1980;Kitano,1981;Kitano & Daniels,1995),we need to
understand these clients' newly formed cultural values and their subjective
expectations of mainstream career counselors. The participants in this study shared
that they could understand, tolerate, accept, and then integrate some American
career constructs and career related values. There is a strongneed for further
research in the area of semantic meanings of career counseling constructs and how169
refugees develop their understanding of differentprofessional career counseling and
advising services. When further research helps us understand moreabout these
issues, we can then debate and discuss whether we need toeducate the refugees
about American career counseling so that they can benefitfrom mainstream services,
or we need to educate ourselvesand moditj our services to serve them from their
cultural perspectives.
Pertaining to the three main cross-cultural counseling approaches inthe
literature, namely the universalist, the generic, and the culture-specificapproach, the
findings of this study concur with the needs to modii' the universalistapproach (Sue
& Sue, 1990; Draguns, 1996) to appropriately serve Vietnameserefugees. Factors
such as conflicts between American and Vietnamese cultures, role changes,
perceived discrimination, and the language barrier are essential concerns of these
uprooted new corners.
In regard to the generic approach using person-centered counseling toassist
all human beings across cultures (Patterson, 1996; Pedersen, 1991), theparticipants
of this study seem to be very attracted to individual freedom and independence.
They all mentioned that they liked the counseling relationship in which they
experience their counselor's facilitation of individual freedom and equality. Despite
the respect they have for their father and the traditional hierarchical advising and
teaching in their family, they seemed to move toward appreciating the American
counseling style with its emphasis on individualism, equality and internalization. In
this regard, further phenomenological research with other ethnic refugees need to be170
done to see whether individual freedom is a universal innate characteristic of human
beings usually repressed in traditional cultures or if it is merely an influential and
powerful American value.
The findings of this study also concur with Kitano and Maki's (1996)
recommendation that counselors should understand the important characteristics of
Asian American clients in terms of what they bring with them (culture, values, and
belief) and their interaction with American society (assimilation, acculturation,
bicultural adaptation, and pluralism) to provide culturally appropriate services to
them. The dynamic change inherent in the four refugee themes that have emerged in
this study are essential to an understanding of how Vietnamese refugees live and
work in America. However, this study is different from previous quantitative studies
because it aims at encouraging counselors to go beyond cognitive understanding and
develop an insightful empathy for the refugee participants' lived experiences.
Further phenomeno logical studies are needed to further illuminate this dynamic of
cultural change.
Pedersen's (1987) ten common western biased assumptions and other
assumptions of western counseling theories (Bock, 1980; Pedersen, 1987; Sue &
Sue, 1990) clarif' the differences of cultural orientations in a cross-cultural
interaction. However, those authors do not talk about what the process of forming a
dynamic combined third culture means to the refugee in the United States. The
participants of this study shared how they navigate between the two sets of cultural
assumptions while trying to move toward a third one for their survival. Instead of171
looking further into the differences of the assumptions, I think that we need tostudy
more about the third culture that Americans areforming. The notion of the third
culture needs to be further explored with other ethnic refugees in futurequalitative
studies to understand the dynamic of our continually becoming Americanculture.
In terms of the new roles and responsibilities of refugees in America,further
research into the process of role changes of male and female Vietnameseshould be
conducted to explore the impact of reversed roles, American equality, and power
redistribution on Vietnamese refugees in the U.S. society.
Several studies examining White Americans' prejudice, stereotypes, and
discrimination against Asian Americans have been discussed in the literature (Leong
& Schneller,1997; Sue & Morishima, 1982; Sue & Sue, 1990). Theparticipants'
lived experiences in this study confirm the disadvantages of both negative and
positive stereotypes toward the Vietnamese. The sharing of their subjectivefeelings
however, helps us better understand and develop an insight into what prejudice and
discrimination from White Americans mean to refugees.
The language issues for refugees have been mentioned in the literature.
Unfortunately these issues are only examined from the objective perspective of
mainstream native speakers of English. The sharing of the participants in this study
illustrates a different meaningful aspect of the issue from a phenomenological
perspective. The meaning of the language barrier goes beyond difficulties in
communication. It implies a severe "disability" of the refugee as a communicating
human being with all emotional feelings involved. The limited English language skills172
are the source of the Vietnameserefugee's feeling isolated, left out and
discriminated against. The participants also describe a sense of losingcontrol and
power over their lives due to thelanguage barrier.
As a non native speaker of English, I think that further research isneeded to
investigate how English can be used as a tool of oppression to exclude nonnative
refugees from economic competition and professional success. Since I suspectthat
the monopoly of English is also employed to maintain power and control ofAnglo-
Americans in our society, I would like to see more studies to explore how bilingual
and/or multilingual communities function to enhance equity and democracy in our
country.
The counseling relationship has been recognized as one of the most
important factors in successful counseling outcomes in the literature (Draguns,
I )96; Trimble, Fleming, Beauvais, & Jumper-Thurman, 1996; Truax & Carkhuff,
1967). I observe that positivistic counselor educators can use categorical
interaction-analysis systems to assess and teach counseling techniques such as eye
contact, reflection of feelings and so on to enhance the counseling relationship.
However, those techniques cannot be equated to a truly "meaningful relationship" in
which the client personally receives and recognizes the counselor's "meaningful
look" and "empathic understanding". In this study, the participants shared that the
meaningful relationship could be experienced from a counselor when there was
enough time for the counseling process. Although they believe that using173
Vietnamese in counseling can enhance the bond, they all agree that themeaningful
counseling relationship transcends race and culture. They also mentioned the
counselor's realness and equal role in the relationship. I hope that more
phenomenological studies will be conducted to further explore the meaningful
counseling relationship experienced by refugee clients. I also would like to see
similar phenomenological studies to explore whether minority groups such asNative
American Indians and African Americans, whose suspicion and resistance against
Caucasians are very strong due to historic persecution and oppression, could
experience a meaningful counseling relationship from mainstream counselors.
In his quantitative study, Waxer (1996) suggested that the findings of his
study do indicate that cultural, family, and personal values are always interactive in
the judgment process of life decision making. In the current study, the participants
also shared how their family and their personal values interacted with the
mainstream culture to influence their life and career decisions. What this study
further contributes is the subjective meaning and the personal dilemmas experienced
by each participant during his or her decision making process. I would like to see
more qualitative studies conducted in the near future toshed light into this
complicated interaction process of human beings in general, and refugees under
drastic cultural changes in particular.
The participants of this study differ from Leong's (1991) conclusion that
Asian Americans prefer a "dependent style" and lower tolerance of ambiguity in
decision making. All three participants seemed to move away from their traditional174
collectivistic orientation and family interdependence. They share thatthey put more
emphasis on individual freedom in their decision making process.
Further phenomenological research with newer and less educatedrefugees
need to be done to clarily Asian Americans' decision-makingstyle and to see
whether they really prefer a dependent style of decision-making and a moredirective
and structured approach to counseling when they have not sufficientlybeen exposed
to the American value of individualism.
The importance of cultural ethnic identity as a construct is widely recognized
in quantitative research (Comas-Dias, & Green, 1994; Lee, 1983; Phinney,1990).
Also in the literature, the issues of ethnic identity and the challenges of Asian
Americans in our society were extensively discussed (Kitano, 1993; Kwan &
Sodowsky, 1997; Lee, 1983; Sue & Sue, 1990). In addition to that, ethnic identity
has been shown to be related to ego-identity development, psychological
adjustment, and self-esteem (Phinney, 1992, 1996). In a peculiar way, the
participants of this study talk about themselves as changing and evolving projects.
They are all moving toward Americanization while striving to maintain their "family
selves" with great difficulties. Cao illustrated how he formed his individual self in the
American culture:"...but when I broke away from them, I feel a sense of freedom...
At first, it's kind of scary at first but I grew into the role of making decision and feel
good. I feel I have a sense of identity. This is Cao Nguyen, I know who I am." The
participants recognize that their "seW' concept is formed and continually changes
through socio-cultural interaction. Furthermore, they also share how they experience175
and suffer from the sudden and drastic changes of cultural milieu in the US.The
participants' personal experiences interacting with both the Vietnamese and
American cultures lead to the development of who they are, what they can do, and
what they believe and value most in life.
From the participants' lived experiences, we see that the "cultural self," the
"family self," and the "individual self' always interact with each other to form an
ongoing compromised self Thus, from their subjective meaning and personal
experiences, the participants of this study agree that the concept of the "self' and its
socio-cultural influence are indeed important and meaningful factors in their
decision-making process (Baumgardner& Rappoport, 1996; Greenberg, 1994;
Markus & Kitayama, 1991). I recommend that more qualitative research should be
conducted to explore the effect of acculturation on individual refugees over time to
see how the self-concept develops in America.Also, we need further
phenomenological research to understand whether the "family self' or the
"individual self' is more real and important for newly arrived refugees.
I strongly agree that social advocacy for institutional changes to alleviate
oppressive environments, inequity, and injustice (Collison, et al., 1998; Lee, 1998;
McWhirter, 1994; 1997) should be done for minority clients in general and refugee
clients in particular. In this study, the participants' refugee themes also illustrate
how non- native refugees in the US suffer from discrimination and oppression from
mainstream people and mainstream institutionalized policies. I therefore, hope that176
further qualitative and quantitative research will be conducted to explore how to
facilitate institutional changes so that we can alleviate inequity and injustice for the
refugees in our country.
To conclude this portion, I would like to include the advice and
suggestions given by the three participants in regard to career counseling services
for Vietnamese clients.
Cao offered the following suggestions and advice:
I think that based on the Vietnamese culture, you need to
develop relationship and trust. Regardless if the counselor is White
or Hispanic or African American, or other Asian ethnic groups, you
need to understand aspects when you see clients either teenagers or
adults or middle schools.. .youneed to understand that culture aspect
and develop some trust... Spend time outside of the school setting,
not just coming to work in college and then see that student once a
month or twice a month. It's not enough... I think if you really want
to be an effective counselor and have that connectedness, you know,
you have to create the event where culturally the student can feel
connected. Whether it's a dinner, whether it's a game night,
whatever.., but have that connectedness. because what I experience
that I have some Caucasians that speak Vietnamese and it's... It's a
thrill when you see somebody who is non-Vietnamese that speaks
your native language... I think that is, I think it will make a lot of
impact in Vietnamese students because I think that they, I think in
many ways that they want to have their own identity; you know,
getting educated in more individual thinking.., but deep down inside
they want to have that cultural connectedness, that root. It won't go
away; it won't go away that root.
Asked what mainstream career counselor can do to improve the counseling
relationship with Vietnamese clients, Nga suggested:
I, I would think first they need to have some kind of cross-
cultural learning and understanding, be aware of different cultural
backgrounds... Be themselves, don't try too hard to be different and
don't try and don't, it's a paradox in the way you cannot treat177
Vietnamese students or clients the same but in the way if you go all
of your way to be different and it makes them feel awkward. So you
have to be yourself.... When I mean yourself as the capacity of a
counselor, if client comes to you, be a professional, and give the
same demeanor as a professional when youdeal with Vietnamese
clients regardless of what. You can make judgment and you can
change that the attitude or the, the climate of the meeting, based on
your interaction with that person but don't try tobe different... It's
insulting when you try to speak slower, enunciate every single word
and use gestures, and pointing and so and so; it's insulting. So just
be yourself, be professional, and then use judgment accordingly.
Sang gave the following advice to mainstream career counselors:
You need to understand your clients' needs, what they
really want. You have to understand what they want or if sometimes
they don't understand what they want or they don't know what they
want then you can give them choices of what career to take and you
need to understand what the differences between the degrees of
different schools... and depending on which degree you get, how far
you can go with that degree, career counselorsneed to understand
what the differences are.
(Long silence)... You know, you need to let people know
that you exist, that you are available to give advice, to counsel
Vietnamese, you need to somehow relay the information to the
people who seek advice. They need to know that you are there so
that they can go to you... Otherwise nobody, they don't know, they
don't seek for your advice.178
CONCLUSION
The most important finding of this study in my opinion, is the dynamic and
continual cultural changes and human adaptation that is required of refugees
throughout the process of acculturation in terms of living, working, and perceiving
career counseling services.
The process of forming the reconciled "third culture" suggests an alternative
way to explore the essence of the experience ifiustrated by the four themes of this
study regarding the refugee living condition. The dynamic of this interactive
formation is very different from the fixed and stagnant concepts of cultural
differences between the American and Vietnamese cultures mentioned in the
literature. Role change, language change, and human interaction are all on- going,
fluid, and impermanent. Understanding the nature and essence of these human
refugee conditions in process will help us as counselors to avoid framing our clients
into fixed categories. Human beings therefore, should be described as ongoing
projects that are continually becoming. All the three participants are now
Vietnamese American professionals who are moving away from their refugee
condition to become what they want to be if environmental conditions allow them to
do so. They are working toward the formation of a different (maybe better) America
in which linguistic, cultural, and racial differences will be evolutionarily reconciled
and interwoven through human mutual understanding and interaction.179
The four refugee themes related to the lived experiences of the participants
in this study will help career counselors develop an insight into what it is like to be a
Vietnamese refugee in America. Hopefully, this insight of the essence of the refugee
experience will provide the counselor with the increased empathy and knowledge
needed to facilitate a culturally appropriate counseling relationship with Vietnamese
refugee clients.
Regarding career counseling related issues, the participants are also changing
both in terms of their decision making process and their perception of American
career counseling. They learn to use their individual freedom to decide
independently for themselves. They also want to have sufficient information from
professional counselors before they make career decisions. Some of them now even
know how to recognize, differentiate, and analyze different influencing factors in
their decision making process. Even though they all understand what counseling is in
America, the phrase "career counseling" is relatively new to them. Some of them are
not sure what it really is and they want to learn more about it. Therefore as career
counselors, we need to find ways to educate and advertise our services to the
refugees.
The participants' sharing of career related issues reveals how they perceive
and experience the newly learned concepts of career counseling in the U.S. society.
Their subjective understanding of various semantic meanings pertaining to the
phrase "career counseling" and other career counseling constructs raises concerns
and interesting questions for us as career counselors. Perhaps, we need to educate180
and advertise our professional services more to our clients especially
underrepresented minority clients before we even start providing services to them.
On the other hand, we may need to stop imposing our professional services on them
and start to learn from their traditional way of getting career advice in their family so
that we can provide culturally appropriate services to them. The binary of whether
we educate them or let them educate us might be solved through mutual learning in
the process of providing and receiving counseling services.
I agree with Freire (1973) that knowledge must be transfonned to address
the issues of injustice in society and that emancipation of the oppressed must be the
guideline of the researcher. When more career counselors are aware of the refugee
experience as illustrated by these participants, I hope that they will become active
agents advocating for social change to alleviate institutional oppression and
unintentional racism for minority clients in general, Vietnamese clients in particular.
I also hope that the sharing of the participants in this paper will facilitate
further phenomenological research into the uprooted refugee experience of other
ethnic groups in America. Also, I would like to see future studies exploring what it
means for human beings to undergo drastic cultural, social, and technological
changes in life so that we can develop appropriate counseling services to help with
the new emerging hyperreality-related issues (Baudrillard, 1994).
Finally, I would like to point out that all the three participants and I are
always grateful for many White American friends and helpers whose support and181
assistance have been indispensable for our survival and success inthis new land. We
also appreciate the opportunities and the value of individualfreedom America offers
to each refugee regardless of his or her race and/orethnic origin. Without those
basic American values and democracy, it would have been nearlyimpossible for us
to become successful professionals. Despite thesufferings related to the four themes
of the refugee experience, we recognize that the United States is theonly country in
the world where refugees like us have the unique opportunity to succeed,excel, and
then contribute to the formation of our increasingly diverse and better society.182
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Appendix A: Data Acquisition Questions
1) What is it like for you to be a Vietnamese person living in the United
2) What is it like for you to be a Vietnamese person working in the United
3) What are the meaningful characteristics of your job?
4) How have you made decisions about your past, present, and future job?
How do you set your goals? What options do you have? What criteria do you use to
make decisions?
5) What kind of guidance, advice, and/or support do you have when you
make important decisions? Where do you get it?
6) What does the phrase "career counseling," mean to you?199
Appendix B: Application for Approval of the OSU Institutional
Review Board (IRB) For the Protection of Human Subjects
Principal Investigator*: Judy OsborneE-mail: osbornej@orst.edu
Department: Counselor Education Phone: (541) 737-5996
Project Title: Understanding How Vietnamese Make Career Decisions in the United
States
Present or Proposed Source of Funding:NL
Type of Project:___________ Faculty Research Project
____X Student Project or Thesis*:
Student's name: Vinh The Do
Phone: (503) 239-4539 E-mail: Vinh The Do&aol.com
Student's mailing address: 2305 S.E.
44thPortland, OR. 97215
Type of Review Requested X____ Exempt ______Expedited ______Full
A brief description of the significance of the project
Like other Asian Americans, Vietnamese clients have not had the
opportunity to benefit from mainstream career services. Much of this inequity is due
to different cultural expectations and cultural values. This research project seeks to
better understand the adjustment experiences of Vietnamese people living in the
United States and how they perceive and understand career psychological constructs
such as counseling relationship, self-concept, career decision-making, and job200
satisfaction. The study will help career counselors working with Vietnamese
understand how their clients experience the acculturation process and perceive
themselves concerning career decision making and career success.
Methods and procedures of the study
Since this study involves exploring the lived experience of Vietnamese
people pertaining to their everyday activities (i.e., living, making decision, and
working in the United States), the phenomenological approach (Van Manen, 1990)
is used to appropriately grasp the meaning of these experiences. The data will be
gathered from audio taped interviews with three Vietnamese participants. The
interviews will be transcribed and translated if needed by the researcher. There will
be two sessions with each participant: An initial 90 minutes and a follow up one-
hour interview. There might be follow up telephone conversations if clarifications
are needed.
The three Vietnamese participants wifi be selected among the first generation
refugees in the Vietnamese community at large.
The interviews are planned to take place between June 2000 and August
2000 in the metropolitan Portland area. I will return the preliminary draft of the
transcription to the interviewee for correction, amendment, and editing (Gall, Gall,
& Borg, 1999). In regard to translated text, I will meet with the author and orally
back-translate for her or him to validate the accuracy and authenticity of her or his
text. Each participant will have a follow-up session with the researcher to veri1' the
authenticity of his or her text. All follow-up feedback sessions will be conducted in
September and October 2000. Collaborative data clarification and discussion with
each author will be used to generate deeper insights and to ensure soundness of the
study.201
The participants may not receive any direct benefits from the study. There
are no foreseeable risks involved with theparticipation in this experience.
The informed consent form (See attached; Appendix C) will be verbally
explained in Vietnamese and/or English and then handed over to each participant to
sign after agreeing to participate in the study. If necessary, the informed consent
document wifi be translated into Vietnamese.
The identity of the participants will be of a confidential nature. Names will
not be included in transcriptions or dissertation. Audiotapes will bedestroyed after
the dissertation is defended.202
Appendix C: Informed Consent Document
I, ,agreetotakepartinthis
research project about Vietnamese experience and perceptions of making career
decisions in the United States. Vinh The Do has told me that the purpose of the
study is to try to understand how Vietnamese people perceive their lived experience
in regard to making career decisions in the United States. He explained that the
study may help to increase knowledge that may help other Vietnamese andlor
refugees in the future.
I understand that the study involves one interview with Vinh The Do lasting
about ninety minutes. I also understand that I will be invited to participate in a one-
hour follow-up session to review, clarify, and discuss the results of the interview.
I understand that the identity of participants wifi be confidential and
anonymous.
I understand that I do not have to take part in this study, and that I am free
to withdraw at any time.
Vinh the Do has also told me that If! have any questions about this study, I
can call Dr. Judy Osborne at (541) 7375996 or him at (503) 239-4539. If! have
questions regarding my rights as a research participant, I can contact the
Institutional Review Board coordinator, Oregon State University Research Office,
312 Kerr Administration, Corvaffis Or. 97331, Telephone: (541) 737-8008.
I have read and understand the above information and agree to take part in
the study.
(Signature) (Date signed)203
Appendix D: Information Letter
Understanding how Vietnamese Make Career Decisions in the United States
Dear potential participant,
I would like to invite you to participate in a research project exploring the
Vietnamese lived experiences and how they make career decisions in the United
States. Hopefully this understanding will enhance career counseling services for
Vietnamese immigrant clients in our community.
This research project seeks to better understand the adjustment experiences
of Vietnamese people living in the United States and how they perceive and
understand career psychological constructs such as counseling relationship, self-
concept, career decision-making, and job satisfaction. The study will help career
counselors working with the Vietnamese understand how their clients experience the
acculturation process and perceive themselves concerning career decision making
and career success.
Since this qualitative study involves exploring the lived experience of the
Vietnamese in regards to their everyday activities (i.e. living, making decision, and
working in the United States), your personal experiences, feelings, concrete ideas,
and subjective opinions related to work and life in the United States are very
important and precious for this research project. You will meet with me for two
sessions: An initial 90 minute in-depth interview and a follow up one-hour session. I204
will audio tape, transcribe and translate the interviewsif needed. You will have the
opportunity to add, modi1,r, and check your shared informationfor accuracy and
authenticity. There might be follow up telephone conversationsif clarifications are
needed.
The participants may not receive any direct benefits from thestudy and there
are no foreseeable risks involvedwith the participation in this experience. However,
in-depth interviews may lead you to new levels of seif-awarenessand as a result you
might change your life-style and shift your priorities of living.
Your identity as a participant will be of a confidential nature.Your name will
not be included in the transcription ordissertation; I will use pseudonyms instead.
The audio tapes will be destroyed after the dissertation isdefended.
Your participation is completely voluntary and you maywithdraw from the
study at any tune. If you decide to participate in this study, please contact me at
(503) 239-4539. I will then arrange a time and place to meetwith you at your
convenience.
Thank you for your consideration to be a part of this research project. Ilook
forward to hearing from you soon.
Sincerely,
Vinh The Do205
Date
Dear
Appendix E: Thank You Letter to Participants
Thank you for meeting and sharing your lived experiences with me. I
appreciate your willingness and candor to share your personal thoughts, feelings,
and concrete situations related to your living and working experiences in the United
States.
I also appreciate your patience to spend time checking for accuracy and
authenticity of the transcript, and my writing about you and your experience.
I have greatly valued you as a participant in this study. Please do not hesitate
to let me know ii you have any questions or concerns.
Sincerely,
Vinh The Do